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EDITORIAL REVIEWS 


“Airliner Down is a tight thriller, told with meticulous details and furious with action.” 


“Action-packed and full of gripping scenes and unforgettable dialogue, the book is a true feast for 
the mind” 


“John Etzil’s fast-paced and exhilarating thriller Airliner Down is not a book for those with aeropho- 
bia” 
- Clarion Review 


“AIRLINER DOWN is a fast-paced thriller in the spirit of Ward Larsen’s PASSENGER 19. It starts 
strong with a gripping prologue and keeps ripping along until the last chapter. Author John Etzil has 
an insider’s knowledge of cockpit politics as well as airports and airplanes. So there’s an authenticity 
going for it as well, making for a turbulent and fast read.” 

-Judge, 5th Annual Writer’s Digest Self-Published eBook Awards 


“A gripping thriller. With such an adrenaline-filled premise, and a shocking first chapter, readers 
know they are in for a page-turning treat, and Etzil makes good on that promise throughout.” 


“This thriller feels very real and more than plausible, which makes it difficult to put down.” 

“By the end of the book, you’ll be eagerly searching for another novel from Etzil, who masterfully 
mixes sympathetic characters with super-charged drama to create a story that is truly memorable.” 

- Self-Publishing Review 


“Keeps you sitting on the tip of your chair!” 


“The dramatic event itself and the attempts to prevent the crash gives the reader a good insight in 
what can happen in reality and is told in a terrifying way.” 


“For lovers of thrillers and aviation it is nice reading especially when reading it in a safe place on 
the ground preferably not shortly before your flight departs.” 


- Aviation Book Reviews 


FREE BOOK 


Join my VIP reader group and receive a FREE 20K word ‘Thriller Shot’ in the Jack Lamburt Vigilante 
Justice Series. 


FAST Justice - Vigilante Justice Thriller Series 1.5 with Jack Lamburt 


Details at the end of this book, along with a FREE preview of Fatal Justice! 


ecember 27, 9:43 p.m. 
Two hours before the event 


AS THE BIG airliner climbed past twenty-four thousand feet, the air pressure detonator worked ex- 
actly as planned. In retrospect, it was all too easy. A small metal box, about the size of a child’s shoe- 
box, held the components of the bomb: a nine-volt battery, a small brick of C-4 plastic explosive, a 
sealed glass capsule, and a digital timer. 

The box was attached to the forward bulkhead in the unpressurized nose cone of the airliner. The 
reduction in air pressure as the airliner climbed in altitude caused the air inside the thimble-sized 
glass capsule to expand until it burst. The shattering of the capsule completed an electrical circuit and 
started the digital timer. 

In two hours, the timer would reach zero, and the nine-volt battery would fire an electrical charge 
to the blasting cap in the C-4. The blasting cap would detonate the C-4, and the explosion would rip 
apart the big airliner, sending the three hundred plus holiday vacationers to their deaths. 


ive hours before the event 


INSIDE TERMINAL Six at Los Angeles International Airport, off-duty airline pilot Kevin McSorley rolled 
his carry-on luggage over the gray tiled floor towards the check-in station at his departure gate. Mid- 
evening on a Tuesday in the week between Christmas and New Year’s was a quiet time for the air- 
lines, and he had the terminal mostly to himself. Off-key, he sang out loud, “Deck the halls with 
boughs of holly,” as he made his way through the terminal. He daydreamed about his upcoming flight 
to Hawaii and the six nights he would spend in a five-star hotel with a beautiful woman. His woman. 
“Tis the season to be jolly...” 

His iPhone vibrated in his pocket, indicating a new text message. He retrieved it, and as if on cue 
to verify their strong mental connection, it was Margie. 

Margie: Just got in, hotel rocks! 

Kevin: cool, you naked yet? 

Margie: Still in the lobby 

Kevin: is that a yes or no? 

Margie: Sophomoric 

Kevin: just at gate now 

Margie: Wow, u r early. Can’t wait, eh? 

Kevin: u bet, baby! 

Margie: Hitting the gym and then the lounge for food 

Kevin: don’t pick up any strangers 

Margie: Define stranger?? 

Kevin: sophomoric 

Margie: Kisses. Hurry here! 

Kevin: XOXO all over 

Margie: Waiting up for u w cold beer 

Kevin: nice! send photo 

Margie: Of coors light? 

Kevin: of u naked 

Margie: No, use your imagination 

Kevin: roger. gotta check in now, babe. Kisses 

Margie: Luv u 

Kevin: u 2 ;-) 

Kevin smiled, pocketed his phone, and headed over towards the gate that had “Flight 2262 LAX- 
HNL: On Time” illuminated above the check-in counter. He looked around at the near-empty terminal 
and checked the time: 6:47 p.m. He had arrived early for his 9:15 p.m. flight and looked forward to 
putting on his headphones and relaxing to some classical music for the first time in a while. 


Kevin recognized the slim brunette ticket agent at his gate as soon as he spotted her. Tess. Her 
dark skin and long, slightly wavy black hair that reached down to the middle of her back were a per- 
fect complement to her bright smile and pretty features. Close to thirty, she still showed off the ath- 
letic remnants of being a collegiate swimmer in the form of a tight body, something every man within 
fifty feet took notice of. 

“Hi, Tess,” he said. 

Tess stopped what she was doing, looked up at him, and greeted him with a smile. “Well, hello, 
Captain.” She looked him up and down, and a look of snarkiness overtook her as she noticed his un- 
usual attire: sneakers, jeans, and a button-down Hawaiian-style shirt along with an LA Dodgers base- 
ball cap. “Wow, someone’s letting their hair down,” she said in reference to his normally streamlined 
and stoic captainly appearance. “Will you be joining us to Hawaii tonight?” she asked. 

“Yes, | will.” Kevin smiled back at her, leaned on the counter, and handed her his buddy pass, the 
airline employee equivalent of a general admission ticket. Even if his flight was sold out, the buddy 
pass allowed him to sit on the fold-down jump seat in the cockpit. The jump seat was small, and the 
two-person cockpit was overly snug when a third person rode along, but it got the job done. 

“Damn,” Tess said. An exaggerated pout appeared on her otherwise perfect face. “Wish | was 
going to Hawaii. | did my friend a favor and traded flights with her.” Her almond-shaped green eyes 
looked right at him. “Now I’m sorry | did that. Your flight crew has a three-day layover in Hawaii, and a 
three-day layover with you would have been fun.” 

Gulp. Kevin’s heart skipped a beat. When she turned on the charm, she had the ability to make 
him feel like a nervous freshman, and despite his allegiance to Margie, his brain shut down and 
Margie was but a faint thought. Excitement churned in his stomach like a runaway freight train, and 
his mind was consumed for the moment by Tess. 

“Yeah, that would have been fun.” Kevin felt guilty about his enticement and tried to be noncha- 
lant. “But don’t worry, | have a feeling l'Il be passing through these parts again soon.” 

“How long are you staying in Hawaii?” 

“Seven days.” 

“Wow, nice.” She smiled at him and leaned over the counter to get closer to him, her face just 
inches from his. “Hey, I’m on break in about twenty. Can | buy you a Coke before you leave on your lit- 
tle holiday vacay? Your flight’s not leaving for a while.” 

“Uhm, not tonight. |, uh, have some work to do before we board,” he lied, and stepped back 
slightly to create some distance between them. He was on the verge of caving in and needed some 
space. “But I'll take a rain check.” He followed up his rejection with a thousand-watt smile. 

She leaned in closer. Some of her hair brushed against his face and feathered his nose as he in- 
haled. He closed his eyes and savored the moment. He thought of Margie. Guilt came, he inhaled, and 
the guilt disappeared. God, she smelled so good. 

“You know,” she whispered in his ear, her breath warm and perfect, “we can go to the pilots’ 
lounge. I’ll show you my tattoos.” 

Tattoos were a common thread between them, and they discussed them often. “All of them?” he 
replied, his nonexistent impulse control once again rearing its ugly head and sabotaging his potential 
relationship with a member of the opposite sex. What was he doing? 

“Every. Single. One.” She punctuated each word, and Kevin felt his composure wavering. 

Thinking of Margie, he sputtered, “Oh, man. |’d love to, but it’s just not a good time. Sorry.” And 
with a meek shoulder shrug, he waited and looked at her with a sheepish smile. 

With a deep sigh, she looked down at the papers in front of her and finished her work. It was clear 
to Kevin that she wasn’t used to being rejected by the opposite sex and that she didn’t take it well. 
After a few seconds, she regained her happy demeanor and smiled at him as she handed him back 
his buddy pass with his seat assignment. “Have a great flight, sir.” 

“Thanks.” He took his buddy pass, grabbed his bag, and rolled it away. He fought the urge to look 


at his seat assignment to see if she’d stuck him in the ass of the airliner, next to the bathroom. 

After finding a seat far enough away from Tess so that he could focus on his work, he broke out his 
laptop. Since FAA regs mandated that airline pilots could only fly one hundred hours per month, they 
didn’t really work that much. Most wound up flying eighty-five to ninety hours per month. That left 
them with plenty of free time for a pilot’s two favorite pastimes—getting drunk and chasing women. 
Plural. 

Kevin had decided early in his career that it was in his best long-term financial interest to have just 
one wife rather than supporting a handful of women who would eventually collect alimony from him. 
So to keep himself busy, and out of trouble, he’d opened an Internet store that sold pilots’ supplies: 
sunglasses, watches, and other miscellaneous items that pilots found appealing. That had worked out 
well up until a few months ago—the one wife part, anyway. 

He attempted to check his sales numbers for the day, but he couldn’t focus on the spreadsheet. 
He was distracted by the encounter with Tess, and his mind drifted to his younger days. Days of oppor- 
tunity. 

But not now. There was too much going on in his life, and the last thing he needed was another 
emotional attachment. And make no mistake about it, intimacy with Tess would create an attachment 
that would make his personal situation look like World War Ill as opposed to a minor skirmish in the 
field. 

Just the same, if she kept it up, he didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to resist her. 


wo hours and forty-five minutes before the event 


KEVIN WAS SO EXCITED about his trip to Hawaii that he forgot to check and see who his pilots were. 
He usually reviewed the flight crew lineup a few days ahead of time, and if he liked the guys, he’d sit 
up front in the cockpit and ride jump seat with them instead of sitting with the flying public in coach. 
Although uncomfortable, the little fold-down seat behind the captain’s seat was tolerable for a thin 
person like Kevin. 

He boarded the plane and looked into the cockpit, where he saw the first officer, Tom Burns, sit- 
ting in the right seat. He was chatting with a fellow in a dark suit that was standing behind the cap- 
tain’s seat. He didn’t recognize the visitor, but Kevin had flown with Tom many times and thought of 
him as a good pilot. Equally important, Tom was a good cockpit mate. Sometimes the younger guys 
that had just gotten promoted to the bigger airliners were a little nervous or hesitant in their actions or 
decision making, oftentimes deferring to the more experienced captain. Kevin tolerated that, figuring 
that it was all part of their learning and getting comfortable with the big aircraft, but he could never 
tolerate a bad cockpit mate. He had compiled a mental list, a personal “No Fly With Me” list, of guys 
who never shut up, ranted about politics or bad exes, or were all-around miserable beings who made 
five hours next to them in the cockpit intolerable. Tom wasn’t on that list. 

The left seat, where the captain sat, was occupied by Captain Roy Peterson, a thirty-five-year vet- 
eran of the airlines. Roy turned in his seat and, with the agility of a man half his age, extricated him- 
self from his chair. “Excuse me, gentlemen,” he said as he made his way out of the cockpit. 

“Bathroom already? No more coffee for you, old man,” said Tom. 

“You got that right,” Roy said. “The caffeine might interfere with my mid-flight nap. Can’t let that 
happen.” 

Tom sighed, closed his eyes, and smacked his forehead in pretend anguish at his peer’s old joke. 
“Need new material, Captain.” 

Roy stepped out of the cockpit, his always present smile lighting up his face, and recognized Kevin 
right away. “Hey, young man,” he said. “Nice to see you.” He held out his hand and Kevin took it—his 
shake was strong and firm, like a man twenty years younger than his real age. 

“Hi, Captain,” Kevin said. “We going to have a smooth flight tonight? | need to catch up on some 
sleep.” 

“What, you’re flying and you haven’t checked the en route weather forecast?” the captain ribbed. 
“Seems like they'll hire anybody to drive these aluminum tubes these days.” 

“Ha, no, I’ve been a little preoccupied,” said Kevin. Yeah, with Margie. 

Roy paused, and a seriousness crept into his look, “Can | talk with you a second?” He waved Kevin 
away from the other passengers and over to a quiet spot in the galley. 

“Sure.” 

“This might not be any of my business, but | heard about you and Patty, and | just wanted to tell 


you that I’m sorry.” 

“Thanks, | appreciate that.” 

“Don’t feel bad if you need to take some time off. Clear your head and all.” 

“Yeah, | was thinking about that...out you know how it is. Work is good for the soul. Keeps your 
mind off your troubles.” 

“True, just as long as your troubles don’t interfere with your work. But | trust that you’ll know if that 
happens. If you ever need anything, just let me know.” 

“Thanks, | will.” 

“So how long are you staying in Hawaii?” The smile came back and Roy put his hand on Kevin’s 
shoulder. 

“Seven days.” 

“Nice. Bringing in the New Year in Hawaii is a real treat. Elizabeth and | did that a few years ago. It 
was a great time. The Hawaiian people are just so friendly.” 

“Yeah, I’m really looking forward to it.” 

“Most of our crew will be laying over for three days at the Hilton. If you want to hang with us, we 
have some sightseeing planned for later in the day tomorrow, followed up with dinner and drinks at 
this awesome restaurant that | discovered a few months ago. You’re welcome to join us.” 

“Thanks, Cap. I’m good, though. Just going to relax and hang poolside for a few days.” 

“Roger that. If you change your mind, the offer is always open.” 

“Okay, thanks again.” Kevin shook his hand and made his way back to the seat that Tess had as- 
signed him. At the ass end of the aircraft. 

Right next to the bathroom. 

He appreciated Roy’s gesture and he was going to miss him when he left. He hoped he’d get one 
more flight tour with Roy before he retired, but he kept getting shut out on his bids. The monthly bid 
schedule for pilot routes favored the guys with the most seniority, and most of the pilots with higher 
seniority than Kevin also wanted to fly with Roy one more time before he retired. Kevin had no way of 
knowing it, but he would never fly with Roy again. 

He sat down in his aisle seat, loosely fastened his seat belt, and thought of Margie. Seven days of 
uninterrupted quality time spent with his soul mate. Margie’s uplifting energy was the perfect remedy 
to his marital woes. 

His daydreaming was interrupted by his vibrating phone. He took it out and saw a text message 
from Margie. 

Margie: Room is awesome 

Kevin: not flying to HNL for the room 

Margie: Me neither. Taking a bath. 

Kevin: alone? 

Margie: Ass 

Kevin: hot crew on board this flight 

Margie: Bring 1 with u 

Kevin: ur a perfect girlfriend! 

Margie: Make sure he’s young AND fit 

Kevin: uhm...meant SHE crew!!! 

Margie: Oh! How silly of me. Just kidding...tee hee 

Kevin: now Im bringing 2 

Margie: Ha! Better take your Viagra! 

Kevin: we'll c 

Margie: Might have 2 nap, wake me when u come 

Kevin: | will w/ XOXO all over 

Margie: Sleep on the flight, NO flirting! Bring energy. NO excuses! 


Kevin: kisses baby 

Margie: XOXO!! 

Kevin heard the solid thunk of the cabin door as it was closed and secured in place. A few minutes 
later, he felt the firm nudge as the tug connected with the nose gear of the big airliner and pushed it 
back from its gate. He heard the familiar soothing sound of the jet engines starting, and the aircraft 
started its taxi. 

One of the ladies from the cabin crew came on the intercom and began her preflight announce- 
ments to the passengers, which included the locations of the emergency exits, the reminder that your 
seat cushion was a flotation device, and best of all, instructions on how a seat belt worked, just in 
case there was a Neanderthal on board. 

Captain Roy came on the mike and, with the authority that only a seasoned airline pilot possessed, 
advised the flight crew to take their seats: “We’re number one for takeoff.” 

On the runway, the two engines spooled up smoothly and the familiar feeling of being pushed back 
in his seat as the airliner accelerated made Kevin feel at home. The tires bumped along the runway 
expansion strips, getting softer and softer as the wings started to rise and take on the weight of the 
big airliner, and then silence as the nose rose and the massive two hundred and fifty tons of machine 
defied the laws of physics and took flight. The landing gear was raised, completing its journey into the 
wheel wells with a solid thunk, and the flaps were retracted. 

The symphony of events that culminated in flight helped Kevin shake off the negativity of the past, 
and he plugged his headset into his iPhone and relaxed to some classical music. He closed his eyes 
and thought of Margie, and his mood elevated even higher. He relished the feel of her breath on his 
cheek, the excited way she hugged him when she saw him, the tenderness in her touch. She was per- 
fect for him in every way. 

Except that she was married. 


ne hour and fifty minutes before the event 


“GOOD EVENING, young man, may | offer you a beverage?” the flight attendant asked the young man 
who sat next to Kevin. He asked for a Coke. Kevin opened his eyes and looked up to see if he recog- 
nized her as part of a cabin crew he’d worked with. She was tall, mid-twenties or so, with fair skin, 
blue eyes, and strawberry-blond hair tied back in a neat ponytail. Her face was symmetrical, her body 
lean. Her voice and features were familiar, but he didn’t recognize her. He lingered a little too long on 
her name tag. 

“How about you, sir? Can | get you anything?” Her voice was flat and uncaring as she smirked 
down at him with both hands on her hips, confirming that he had been caught red-handed admiring 
her physique. 

“Hi, Beverly.” Warmth rose in his neck and he started to blush. “Maker’s Mark with ice.” 

“Sure.” She handed him the miniature bottle of bourbon along with a cup of ice. No napkin. She 
unlocked her cart and moved it forward to serve the next row. 

Kevin closed his eyes and rested his head on the seat back to think. The way she’d handled their 
interaction was odd; something was off, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. It couldn’t be that she’d 
caught him admiring her breasts. She must get that all the time, and she should be immune to those 
weak male transgressions by now. He’d read in a magazine once that, while women were reluctant to 
admit it, they loved when their breasts mesmerized the opposite sex. The “hello, look at me, I’m right 
here,” while they pointed to their eyes during conversation with a lust-stricken man who stared at their 
chest was really just a socially expected reaction. Deep inside, it excited women to have that control 
over the weaker male sex. For a woman to be walking down the sidewalk and have men trip over their 
own two feet as they passed by was empowering. Didn’t seem like Beverly was too excited though. 

Maybe Playboy shouldn’t be his go-to read for learning about women... 

He studied her as she served the other passengers and saw that her cold demeanor had disap- 
peared. Her smile was genuine and her laughter, while subdued and professional, was real. What was 
up with her? 

“Daaaang,” an accented voice interrupted his thoughts. “I’d love to hit that.” 

Kevin turned and saw a young man, about eighteen, sitting across the aisle from him. The guy was 
thin with light brown skin and short dark hair. His arms were covered in tattoos, so many that they ran 
together and Kevin couldn’t figure out where one ended and another started. Maybe that was the 
point. The only thing that he could make out was the one that read “209” in big bold numbers down 
the back of the guy’s forearm. 

Based on his behavior and how he was dressed, Kevin concluded that it was some kind of gang 
symbol. Just his luck, Tess had seated him next to a street punk who was now leaning out into the 
aisle in an aggressive fashion, ogling Beverly’s backside as she leaned over a few rows in front of 
them to hand a window-seat passenger their beverage. 


Kevin leaned away from him to avoid breathing the same air. The young male, oblivious to Kevin 
and everyone else around him, squirmed in his seat, squeezed his knees together, and placed his 
hand on the crotch of his oversized jeans and fixed himself multiple times. The dumbass was clueless 
about how obvious and insulting his sexual attentions were. Or he just didn’t care. Sheesh. 

Kevin grabbed his noise-canceling Bose headphones, switched it on, and placed it over his ears 
but didn’t turn the music on. Instead, he closed his eyes and enjoyed the solitude that the noise-can- 
celing technology delivered. The drone of the turbine engines was barely audible, and the sounds of 
the excited holiday vacationers as they talked and laughed out loud were reduced to a low murmur of 
white noise in the background. Ahh, technology. 

After a few minutes of peace and quiet, he selected Vivaldi’s Four Seasons in iTunes and hit play. 
The tranquility of listening to the violin concerti while sipping his whiskey soothed his soul like nothing 
he’d ever experienced. It made him relax and forget about the chattering fellow passengers who 
would spend the next five hours seated across from him. 

Combined with the wonderfully relaxing effect of the alcohol, the music helped him forget his 
deeper problems. Gone were thoughts of his ex-wife Patty and how their loving relationship had been 
destroyed by sickness, torn to shreds by a bacterial organism that had directly turned their three-per- 
son family into two, and indirectly into one. 

Most important of all, it helped him forget about Kevin Jr., his dead infant son. 


ne hour and thirty minutes before the event 


TweENTy-Two Rows in front of Kevin, Cheryl Lamburt leaned over and snuggled her nose into the 
crook of her new husband’s neck. She’d always appreciated the smell of the opposite sex, but the ex- 
citement his scent created in her was off the charts. She wrapped her arms around his, squeezed, 
and kissed him hard on the neck before settling back into her seat. 

She thought about how fortunate she was to have finally found someone who did it for her on all 
levels. She’d be the first to admit that years of bad dates, bad relationships, boring double dates with 
friends, and awful Internet meetings at the local coffee shop had tainted her feelings toward the men 
in her world. It had gotten so bad that she’d decided to take a break from dating and focus on her 
work. Her job as an assistant professor of chemistry at Princeton University had given her a host of op- 
tions for a career path, and she was determined to make the most of them. 

Until she’d met Jack Lamburt. Damn her friend for connecting them. A benign Friday-night dinner 
at a local Italian eatery had changed her life. AS soon as she’d entered the restaurant, her eyes had 
been drawn to him like magnets to a steel rod. She had to work to close her mouth when she was in- 
troduced to him. 

Her friend Kathy had told her that he’d be joining them, but she’d downplayed it. “Don’t worry, it’s 
not a setup. He just got out of a bad breakup, and he doesn’t want to date anyone right now.” Which 
was fine with Cheryl. She was in no mood to be set up with another friend of a friend. 

Kathy’s husband Eric had been Jack’s roommate for two years at Notre Dame. Jack had been one 
year ahead of Eric, and after Jack had graduated, they’d stayed in touch and remained good friends. 
Eric had gone the finance route, landing a job on Wall Street soon after graduating, while Jack was a 
little more civic-minded. Perhaps it was because his father had done well for himself by opening up a 
chain of McDonald’s across the Northeastern US. He now owned thirteen of them, with no signs of 
slowing down, and Jack’s upbringing never wanted for money. 

Like any proud father, he’d wanted to groom his son to take over the business, but health-con- 
scious Jack would rather have bamboo shoots shoved under his fingernails than peddle fast food. So 
after graduation Jack landed a government job in McLean, Virginia, better known as Langley, where he 
currently worked as a CIA analyst. He’d decided that he needed a change of scenery after his rough 
breakup, so he had taken some time off and headed north to Princeton to visit with Eric and Kathy. 

Jack was seated at the head of the table when Cheryl arrived, and even sitting down she could tell 
that he was tall and athletic-she guessed about six foot four or five. He had broad shoulders that 
filled out his dress shirt, and she could see his biceps flex when he raised his drink to make a toast or 
gestured with his hands during the conversation. She had a big weakness for tall, athletic men, and 
she had to work hard to hide her excitement over him throughout the evening. She didn’t even know 
him, and she had butterflies in her stomach just from observing his demeanor. She wondered if any- 
one could tell by her subdued presence that she was nervous. 


The night had been uneventful, a “nice to meet you” handshake upon departing, and just like that, 
he was gone and it was over. When she took her German Shepherd, London, out for his final walk of 
the night, she wondered if she would ever see him again. 

Unable to get him out of her mind, she’d tossed and turned all night, hardly getting any sleep. His 
presence in her thoughts had triggered something in her that she hadn't felt in a long time. A mixture 
of excitement that only meeting a new special someone for the first time could generate, narcotic and 
addictive while soothing and comfortable at the same time. The way he looked at her, his easy smile, 
his sense of humor, his kindness to the servers—it all just meshed with her philosophy on life, and he 
was everything she wanted in a man. And, God, he was hot. 

Jack had called her Sunday morning and asked her if she’d like to get a cup of coffee later that 
day before he drove back to D.C. Even though her heart was beating like a jackhammer in her chest, 
she surprised herself by being able to answer in a nonchalant manner. “Sure, that’d be okay.” 

When she hung up the phone, her hands had been trembling. 

—S> 

SHE NUDGED Jack. “Hey, wake up. You can’t sleep on our honeymoon.” 

“What? I’m not sleeping.” He looked over at her, grinned, and placed his head on her shoulder. 

She elbowed him in the ribs. “You’re supposed to be so excited that you’re pacing the aisle, un- 
able to stay in your seat for more than five minutes. Remember how you used to say how hot | was? 
Before | was pregnant?” 

“Are. How hot you are,” he corrected her with a smile and laid his hand across her inner thigh, her 
one ticklish spot that he’d discovered by accident on their first date, and squeezed softly. Before the 
baby had started growing, he had been relentless in his thigh squeezes, borderline torturous, making 
her squirm in her seat whenever he was in a devilish mood. Now his thigh squeezes had morphed into 
gentle caresses. 

“I’ve been aroused since we got married. Does that count for anything?” 

Cheryl's eyes lit up and she giggled as she leaned over to give him a playful kiss. “You bet it does.” 

QY 

BeveRLY ROLLED her beverage cart next to them. She locked the wheels and held out a cocktail nap- 
kin. 

“Hi, folks, can | get you a beverage this evening?” 

“Can I have a bottled water?” asked Cheryl. 

“Sure. And you, sir?” 

“FII have a Diet Coke, lots of ice, please,” said Jack. 

Cheryl knew that he wanted more than a Diet Coke, but being a supportive husband, he’d re- 
frained from alcohol after she became pregnant. A gesture that she’d found nice, but she never be- 
lieved in holding anyone back, so it also annoyed her. 

“He’ll have some rum with that too, please,” said Cheryl. “A double.” 

She turned to Jack, “I told you, don’t be martyring up to me and trying to ‘share my pain.’ ” She fin- 
ger quoted and switched to an exaggerated arm pinch, a habit she had when adding emphasis to a 
point she was trying to make. “Got that, old man? | mean, honey?” She leaned over and kissed him 
hard on the lips and he grinned. 

“Okay, honey, I’ve got it.” He squeezed her hand under the blanket and she rested her head on his 
shoulder. A sigh of contentment came from her lips as she closed her eyes and snuggled in close to 
him, both arms wrapped around his bicep as he sipped his drink. 


ne hour and twenty minutes before the event 


“Miss. Ou, miss!” the old man in 3B bellowed out to Carol, waggling his empty glass at her, rattling 
the ice cubes that hadn’t had a chance to melt in the thirty seconds it had taken him to down his sec- 
ond drink. “Another drink. I'll have another drink. Scotch ’n’ rocks,” he called out. 

Carol, the senior member of the flight crew with over twenty years’ seniority, had her pick of sta- 
tions on every flight. She chose to work first class because most of the people she served were hard- 
working businesspeople. Nice folks with good social skills who were appreciative of her service. But 
not this guy. He was just obnoxious. 

She looked over at the loudmouth and fake-smiled at him. “I’ll be right with you, sir.” Jackass. 

He looked to be in his fifties and wore steel-rimmed glasses that were a seventies throwback. Fat, 
balding with a bad combover, he was stuffed into a polyester suit that had maybe fit him in high 
school, on a good day. His tie was so tight that it dug into the fat around his neck, causing it to hang 
over his collar like the jowls of an old Saint Bernard. He had a blotchy red face, from high blood pres- 
sure or alcohol abuse or whatever else he’d done to kill himself over the years. Yech. Carol’s stomach 
turned as she took in his appearance, and she forced herself to look away before her nausea pro- 
gressed to vomiting. 

“One minute, sir,” she said. 

“I'll have another drink,” he called out, rattling his glass again, just in case she hadn’t gotten the 
message the first thirty times he’d done it. 

“Just a minute, sir.” Double jackass. 

Beverly came into the galley next to Carol and opened up one of the cabinets. “My drinks are going 
like crazy. I’m out of cups already. Can you spare any?” 

“Looks like someone didn’t refill their station supplies before we left. lII be writing that in my re- 
port, young lady.” 

“Hey, don’t blame me. | was a last-minute swapout with Tess.” 

“I saw that. She gave up a three-day layover in Hawaii for you?” 

“Yeah, | owe her big-time. Of course, now that | see she didn’t stock her station correctly, lII have 
to punish her.” She playfully smacked Carol’s ass. “How many whacks should | give her?” 

“Please. Get in line.” Carol smiled, and Beverly laughed in response to her pretend dislike. 

“| know, it’s not fair that one person could be so beautiful. I’d hate her if she wasn’t so cool,” Bev- 
erly replied. 

The old man in 3B interrupted them with more cup rattling. “Did you hear me? lIl have another. 
Please.” 

“Wow, do you believe this guy?” Beverly asked. “Must be a full moon tonight.” 

“Tis the season.” Carol winked at her and pretended to chug a shot. “It’s going to be the flight 
from hell with this clown on board. I'll double up his drinks, and maybe I'll get lucky and he’ll pass 


” 


out. 

“Come on, be honest. You’re attracted to him, aren’t you?” Beverly nudged her shoulder. 

“Oh. My. God. Are you kidding me? Have you seen this guy?” 

“Hey, you know what they say about not judging a book by its cover. You’d never know how good a 
lover he is unless you try him out. How would you be able to go through life not knowing? Could you 
live with yourself? | think that you should sleep with him. Tonight. Consider it your Christmas penance 
for the time you had sex in the pilots’ lounge with that married French copilot.” 

“Oh dear, | don’t know how those rumors get started.” Carol shook her head and sighed. “He was 
a captain, not a copilot.” 

“Right. Just the same, l'Il put in a good word for you with your new friend in 3B. I'll tell him that you 
want him. That you’re fantastic in bed and that you won’t take no for an answer. That men line up for 
your services. They fly in from France. Pay you, even. But he won’t have to. Wait in line. Or pay you. Un- 
less he wants to pay you. Brad Pitt pays you. What should | tell him your normal rate is?” 

Carol giggled and shook her head. “Don’t you have work to do? | hear the cattle in the back of the 
plane are thirsty.” 

Beverly smiled mischievously at Carol before turning to leave. She couldn’t resist throwing out one 
last dig to her friend, letting it fly in a serious tone that was loud enough for everyone in first class to 
hear. “Okay, Carol, l'II find out what hotel he’s staying in tonight and get his room number for you.” 

Beverly sauntered over to 3B, her hips swinging as if in an old Mae West movie, and stopped right 
next to him. She looked right in his eyes and smiled. 

“My drink?” he asked, holding out his glass. 

She pushed his arm away, leaned over and whispered in his ear, “Carol will be right with you, sir,” 
her voice raspy and seductive like a young Kathleen Turner. She winked, looked him up and down 
with the lustful approval of a sailor at a strip club, and proceeded down the aisle. 


ne hour before the event 


THE WORDS FORCED their way past the solitude provided by Kevin’s headphones and grated on him 
like a sledgehammer pounding a stick of dynamite in the middle of a Mozart symphony. 

“Cut it out, dickhead.” 

Kevin took off his headphones and looked over to see the tattooed guy as he elbowed a younger 
boy, maybe thirteen or so, who sat next to him. They were dressed alike and had the same slight build 
and facial features; the only difference between them besides their size was the lack of tattoos on the 
younger one, a condition that Kevin would bet his pension would be remedied in a few years. 

Great, Tess hadn’t just seated him next to a street thug, she’d stuck him next to one with a sibling 
rivalry. He sighed and silently cursed her, although he knew she could have put him between John 
McEnroe and a US Open tennis referee on a twenty-four-hour flight and he could never stay mad at 
her. 

The middle-seater turned and punched his tormentor in the arm. “Leave me alone, and don’t 
touch my iPhone,” he said. “Ass.” 

“Oooh, that hurt. Not,” the aisle thug taunted as he held his arm and bent over in mock pain. “You 
hit like a girl. And everybody saw you. That’s right, now the whole plane knows how weak you are, you 
girl.” He started to chant, “Nate is a girl, Nate is a girl...” 

“Shut up!” An elbow came flying into the ribs of the tormentor and landed with a solid thud, but 
had little effect on the larger boy. The younger boy turned his back toward him to try to put an end to 
the torment. “Buzz off.” 

The older boy laughed at his brother’s feeble attempt to ignore him and slapped him in the back of 
the head, knocking his headphones off. “Eat ass, you pussy,” he said. “Mom put me in charge, so no 
more crap from you or you’re in real trouble.” 

The younger boy made a face and rolled his eyes in restrained anger. The older brother seemed to 
have decided he’d pushed enough buttons and put his headphones on, the previous drama with his 
little brother now long forgotten as he hand-drummed his thighs to the beat of his music. 

“Will you two stop it? Have some respect for other people.” Kevin looked past them and saw a sil- 
ver-haired old lady sitting next to the younger boy. She had a blanket covering her legs and a pillow 
behind her head. She stared at them with daggers in her tired old eyes. 

The younger boy looked at her and shrugged, an “I’m sorry about my brother” kind of shrug. 

The older boy took off his headset and scowled at the woman. “Okay, Grandma, sure, we'll keep it 
down.” He put his headset back on and mumbled just loud enough for her to hear, “Old hag.” Then he 
turned his music up, and his head started to bob and nod as he mouthed the words and drummed his 
thighs. The music was turned up so loud that Kevin could hear it through the kid’s headset. Rap. Go 
figure. 

The old lady glared at the boy, closed her eyes, and leaned her head against her pillow. 


Kevin resisted the urge to knee the older brother in the face and knock him out so that he 
wouldn’t have to hear his sewer mouth for the rest of the flight. Even though the sudden act of vio- 
lence would draw a standing ovation from the rest of the passengers, he decided against it. The park- 
ing garage incident had killed the conflict avoidance in him that he’d developed as a youngster, and 
he no longer had any reservations about standing up and speaking his mind, even if the potential out- 
come wound up being violent. But this wasn’t the time. Not yet, anyway. 


hree months before the event 


THE SECURITY VIDEO from the LAX parking garage had gone viral, with over six million views since it 
was anonymously posted on YouTube. It was grainy, jerky, and overall poor quality, the result of bad 
lighting and a low-bidder award for the design and installation of the parking garage security system, 
but it was plenty good enough to see what had happened. 

The video started at 2:12 a.m., and the camera’s field of view showed a couple of rows of parked 
cars. The rows were half-empty, and as would be expected for that time of night, there was not much 
activity. 

A young lady entered the frame from the left side. She was close enough to the camera that you 
could see she was young and female, but not close enough that you could make out facial detail. She 
wore a dark, above-knee-length skirt with a light-colored blouse. She had an over-the-shoulder purse 
and was wheeling a small suitcase behind her. 

She approached a midsize car that sat by itself in the middle of the aisle and unlocked the dri- 
ver’s-side door. She opened it and tossed her purse onto the passenger seat. She opened the back 
door, and placed her suitcase on the floor behind the drivers seat. 

A crouched figure came out from behind a car across the aisle, raced up behind her, and punched 
her in the back of the head. He was big, heavily muscled, dark-skinned, and dressed in loose jeans 
and tight T-shirt with white sneakers. 

She collapsed from the blow. He caught her and shoved her body into the backseat of the car, 
pouncing on her like a hungry hyena who hadn’t eaten in a week. She resisted, and he punched her in 
the face five or six times until she stopped moving. 

It was a brutal attack, and watching it unfold made you nauseated. 

She started to struggle again and managed to bring up a knee and hit the attacker in the groin. He 
started to fall backwards and out of the car, but he held on to her and dragged her out of the car and 
down to the concrete floor with him. He got to his feet, grabbed her by her hair as she tried to run, and 
hit her in the face so hard that the back of her head slammed against the car, leaving him with a fist- 
ful of hair that he had to shake off his hand. 

Her back against the car, she slid down to the ground and toppled over. Her blond hair darkened 
from the blood from her head wound, which eventually streamed down her face and dripped onto her 
blouse. He hoisted her into the backseat, looked around to make sure that the coast was clear, and 
unbuckled his oversized jeans. He started to climb on top of her. 

Another person, thin and much smaller than the attacker, raced into the scene and kicked the car 
door closed, slamming it on the attacker’s ankles. 

The attacker reared up from the pain and whacked his head on the inside roof of the car. He stum- 
bled out of the car, pulling up his pants. His legs wobbled and he fell to the ground. The other man 
jumped on top of him, and they started rolling around on the concrete floor. They traded blows a few 


times and rolled out of the camera’s field of view. 

The woman slid out of the car and tried to stand. She teetered like a drunk for a few seconds, 
leaned back against the car and slid down into a crouching position, and fell face-first to the pave- 
ment. She lay there for a few seconds before she rolled over onto her back, the pool of blood widening 
on the concrete around her head. She raised her knees and sat up, one hand on her head and the 
other against the car to balance herself. Her body quivered and convulsed like a scene from The Exor- 
cist. She projectile-vomited and face-planted into it. 

The two men rolled back into the camera’s field of view, and when they came to a stop the bigger 
attacker was on top, kneeling between the legs of the smaller man. It looked like he outweighed him 
by a hundred pounds, like a man fighting a boy. He punched the man in the head, and the smaller 
man partially blocked the blows with his forearms while he pivoted his hips to slide his knees between 
himself and the attacker. 

He raised his hips and pushed his closed knees into the attacker’s chest, putting his face out of 
punching range. The attacker leaned forward to get closer, but the smaller man just held his knees on 
the attacker’s chest and was slid backwards across the concrete floor. 

After pushing the smaller man halfway across the aisle and not getting any closer to his head, the 
attacker grew tired and paused for a moment. He made one last-ditch effort to lean into the man and 
force his knees apart. This time, they came apart so easily that the attacker fell face-first into the man 
and they almost banged foreheads. 

With the two men chest to chest and locked in an intimate embrace, the smaller man cupped his 
left hand behind the attacker’s neck to hold him close, slid his right hand inside the left knee of the 
attacker, and grabbed him by the pant leg. In one motion, he lowered his left leg to the ground, raised 
his right knee into the attacker’s left armpit, slid his left hand down from the attacker’s neck to his 
right elbow to prevent the attacker from putting his hand out for stability, and rolled him over. 

The big attacker, his limbs all tied up by the smaller man’s jiu-jitsu, fell hard on his right side and 
rolled onto his back with the man sitting on his stomach. With no pause or break in the action, the 
smaller man jackhammered punches and elbows into the face of the attacker, driving his big head 
into the concrete with every blow. The big attacker panicked and frantically tried to bench-press the 
smaller man and buck him off. 

No matter what the attacker tried, the man managed to hang on. He looked like a skinny cowboy 
riding the prize-winning bull at the state rodeo after someone had tied a tourniquet around the bull’s 
nuts. 

He locked his ankles under the attacker’s legs, and whenever he felt himself being thrown, he’d 
stop elbowing and put his hands out to the side, like the outriggers of a construction crane, to prevent 
being thrown off sideways. It worked. The attacker exhausted himself, his efforts to throw the man off 
him now nothing more than a belly hiccup while the man kept raining down blows. 

In desperation, and to avoid getting hit in the face any more, the attacker panicked and turned 
onto his stomach. The smaller man wrapped his arm around the man’s neck, the crook of his elbow 
just beneath his chin, and squeezed so hard that he pinched the arteries on both sides of the at- 
tacker’s neck that supply blood to the brain. Within seconds, the attacker was out cold. 

The effects of the rear naked choke were temporary and would last less than a minute. With no 
lasting damage, the attacker would wake up and be operating at one hundred percent capacity in a 
matter of seconds. To remove the attacker’s ability to continue the fight, the man rolled him over, sat 
on his chest, and punched him once in each eye to “raccoon” him. 

When he came to, his eyes would be so swollen shut that he wouldn’t be able to fight. 

The man slowly and deliberately got off the attacker and rose to his feet. He walked unsteadily for 
a few feet and stopped and leaned over, head down, with his hands on his knees. 

Another woman, dressed in a similar uniform as the victim, entered the scene and ran to her aid. 

The man took a knee for a moment and stood back up. He’d lost his shirt during the fight, and his 


back and each arm above the elbow were covered in tattoos. He bent over to retrieve the pieces of his 
shirt, and limped away. 

The big attacker sat up and held his head in both hands. Unable to see, he sat there like a meek 
child until the cops arrived and slapped the cuffs on him. 

When Kevin got home he stripped off the rest of his bloody clothes and took a long hot shower to 
scrub the grime and stench from the attacker off of him. He thought of how bad the guy had smelled 
and how rotten his breath was and almost vomited. 

He made sure to do a thorough job of soaping and rinsing his open wounds to ward off infection. 
He could tell that the soap was working because the sting of it was so intense that he caught his 
breath numerous times during the shower. 

After his final rinse, he stepped out of the shower and stood in front of the vanity to dry off. He 
leaned in close to the mirror and was surprised how horrible he looked. 

He had gashes over both eyes, a badly split lip, and facial swelling that looked like a bad Botox 
procedure. His normally chiseled face was so round that he didn’t even recognize himself. His knees 
and elbows were bloody, and both fists were bruised and swollen, with more cuts and road rash than 
he could count. He painfully assessed the damage, touching and prodding each sore area to see how 
bad it was. His elbows hurt the worst. Damn, that bastard had a hard head. 

After his self-exam, he threw on a robe and went down to the kitchen to make up some ice bags 
for his hands. Hopefully, he hadn’t broken any of the smaller bones in them. He could move his fin- 
gers and make a fist without much pain, but that didn’t mean anything because there was still leftover 
adrenaline cruising through his bloodstream. He thought about swallowing a few Advil to head off the 
pain, but he decided that he’d rather know what hurt when the adrenaline wore off so he would know 
how bad it was. 

He grabbed his phone and called Simon Ferguson, a doctor friend he’d known since grammar 
school. As he expected for this time of night, he got the answering service and told them to page the 
doctor and have him call him right away. A few minutes later, his cell rang. 

“Hello?” 

“Kevin? Simon.” 

“Hi, Doc, | need you to make a house call right now.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Just get over here. Emergency. Front door’s unlocked, let yourself in.” Before the doc could re- 
spond, Kevin hit end on his phone and lay back down on the couch. 

Dr. Ferguson arrived ten minutes later, and after the initial shock wore off, he examined his friend. 
When he was done, he paced back and forth, looking at the floor as he seemed to compose his 
thoughts. 

He stopped pacing and looked at Kevin, who was lying down on the couch, holding an ice bag to 
his swollen head, his eyes closed. “It’s bad, and we need to go to the hospital.” 

“No hospital, Doc.” 

“You also need to go to the police.” 

“Come on, Doc, no lectures. Just tell me how bad this is.” 

“My preliminary exam shows no obvious signs of any broken bones. There is a lot of upper-torso 
hematoma, which would indicate that you probably have some internal bleeding. You’re probably also 
mildly concussed, so no sleep for the next twenty-four hours or you might never wake up. You need to 
go to a hospital and get some real tests. X-rays, MRIs, etc.” 

Kevin thought about what his friend had said, then replied, “Sorry, Doc. No hospital, and no po- 
lice.” 

Doc pulled up a chair and sat down next to him. “Was this a drunken bar fight? | know this whole 
thing with Patty is weighing on you, but Jesus, Kevin, I’m not going to stand by and watch one of my 
friends destroy himself. Do you understand me? I'll intervene if need be.” 


“Relax, Mom. It wasn’t a bar fight, and | wasn’t drunk, so stop worrying so much.” 

“Joke if you want, but this is serious. lve seen motorcycle accident victims, guys who slid across 
the pavement at seventy miles an hour, who had less road rash then you have. Your hands and el- 
bows look like someone took a cheese grater to them, and they have more impact bruising then I’ve 
ever seen in my career. You’re a total mess, and whatever or whomever you hit must be in bad shape, 
maybe even dead.” 

“Nobody’s dead, Doc—now can you just bandage me up and leave?” 

“Fine. But no pain meds for you. | want you to be able to tell me where you hurt tomorrow, if you 
don’t internally bleed out during the night. And check your stool and urine for any signs of blood, and if 
you see any, you call an ambulance right away.” Doc looked down at his oldest friend, his concern 
wrinkled all over his face. Their busy round-the-clock work schedules plus family life didn’t offer them 
much opportunity to get together like they used to, but they still remained close. 

He grabbed his medical bag and bandaged up Kevin’s wounds. When he was done, Kevin looked 
like he’d been mummified. 

After the doc left, Kevin grabbed the TV remote and fumbled around before finally settling on an 
old John Wayne Western, then spooled up the Keurig to make a cup of coffee. Damn, he loved that 
Keurig. It was the first thing he’d bought for his new apartment after he’d moved out of his house, be- 
fore furniture, even. He sat down in his recliner and sipped his Starbucks mocha. He was feeling good, 
confident that no serious damage had been done to him. 

He thought long and hard about what had transpired and whether he wanted to take credit for it or 
remain anonymous. On one hand, it would be nice to be recognized for his actions. Who wouldn’t want 
that kind of positive attention for doing something so heroic? Most men would have dialed 911 and 
walked away, especially after seeing how big that bastard was. 

On the other hand, it opened up a can of worms, everything from extensive medical exams that 
could affect his flying career to being called to testify in court. 

He shivered at the thought, having been introduced to the argumentative nature of a trial lawyer 
after seeing his district attorney father in action when he’d prosecuted a man who had killed his wife’s 
lover. 

At his father’s urging, he had sat in on the trial to “see if this is something that you’d like to do as 
your career.” But his father’s good intentions had had the opposite effect on the young teenager. The 
combative exchanges between the opposing lawyers and the emotionally violent atmosphere had left 
him with a sour taste in his mouth for confrontation and courtroom theatrics, an aversion that seemed 
to get stronger every year. He’d rather sit in a dentist’s chair without Novocain than be a lawyer. 

He decided that he wouldn’t admit to his actions, but his curiosity got the best of him. After John 
Wayne saved the day, he flipped through the channels until he found the news. After several minutes 
of the never-ending depressive cycle of violence and dirty laundry, there he was in grainy black and 
white, getting his ass kicked all over the parking garage floor. The news didn’t show the whole video; 
they just cut right to the part where he was getting pummeled so badly that, had Kevin been a casual 
viewer, he would have bet his house that the small man with the big balls was dead. 

The news announcer did manage to mention that the Good Samaritan had walked off on his own 
power, and of course the police were looking for him, so if anyone knew the tattooed badass, they 
should dial 1-800 yada yada yada. The woman who had been attacked was a stewardess and was in 
serious but stable condition. She was expected to survive. 

Kevin called in sick and missed the next two weeks of work, and by the time he returned with a 
note from Dr. Ferguson, the video had gone viral. The media had picked up the story, and every major 
newspaper had run a photo of Kevin on the front page. Headlines called him the “Tattooed Hero” who 
had saved a young stewardess from rape and certain death. Magazines, newspapers, and Internet 
news sites all published his photo, a single grainy frame taken from the video footage of the security 
camera. Kevin stood shirtless, his back to the camera, a hand on each hip as he surveyed the may- 


hem. The tattoo on his V-shaped back and upper arms was visible but not well defined. Some argued 
it was some sort of dragon, but no one could be sure. At his feet lay the vanquished attacker, who, 
thanks to his past history of violent crimes, would spend the rest of his life locked in a jail cell. 

In the background of the photo was the lady who had come to the aid of the victim. She was kneel- 
ing next to her, one hand on the woman’s shoulder, and staring right at Kevin. 

It wouldn’t have been too hard for any of Kevin’s coworkers, even ones that he was not close with, 
to figure out that he was the man in the video. His arrival onto the scene, kicking shut the door and 
rolling around on the ground with the attacker, clearly showed the four-stripe pilot epaulets on the 
shoulders of his white shirt, so that part was easy. 

The last flight of his five-day tour had just landed, and he’d have been walking to his car at just 
about the same time the incident had happened. Like most people, he was a creature of habit, and he 
always parked his car on the second level of the parking garage. He was average in height, and on the 
thin side, and there weren’t too many Americans who were slim these days. Especially pilots, who 
tended to round out from all that sitting once they hit thirty. 

The biggest wildcard in his quest for anonymity was the woman who had come to aid the victim. 
Kevin knew her from work. He wasn’t sure if she was a gate agent or a member of the flight crew, but 
he’d recognized her face when they made eye contact just before he picked up his shirt and left the 
scene. 

Maybe she could keep a secret. 

He needn’t have worried—other than a few casual text messages asking how he was doing, the 
subject never came up with his coworkers. There were some awkward silences when he first returned 
and entered the crew lounge, some “holy crap, it’s him” pauses in mid-sentence. A few winks from 
some of his fellow ex-military pilots, silently offering their respect as they welcomed him back with a 
firm handshake and a pat on the back. 

There were some overzealous “welcome back” greetings, filled with “glad that you’re feeling bet- 
ter” and “good to see you.” Some female crew members he didn’t know smiled and nodded at him, 
holding his gaze just a second longer than was customary in the professional work environment. 
Some of his closer women friends hugged him and kissed him on the cheek as if they were greeting 
an old friend they hadn’t seen for years, even though he’d just worked with them a few weeks ago. 

And then there was Tess, determined to reward him in her own special way. 


ifty minutes before the event 


“Hi, I’M Jimmy.” 

Carol looked up from her first-class galley station, where she was making a pot of coffee. A tall 
man with a two-day growth of beard and a ponytail was leaning against the wall next to the occupied 
lavatory. His brown hair and beard were speckled with gray, and he had a beach bum tan. He wore a 
white Parrothead T-shirt, cutoff faded blue jeans, and sandals so old they looked like they were from 
the seventies. A couple of faded tattoos, their lines blended into each other, branded his forearms. He 
reminded her of an impoverished Cabo spring breaker, except he was about thirty years too late. 
What’s a guy dressed like that doing in first class? Maybe he was a coach passenger trying to weasel 
his way into the first-class lavatory. 

“I’m Carol.” She smiled her stewardess smile, a quick one that she used when she was busy or 
just didn’t want to be bothered with small talk. With her dirty-blond hair and attractive face, it didn’t 
take much encouragement on her part for men to speak to her. Her large breasts didn’t hurt either. 

After almost twenty years of working at the airlines, she’d heard every corny pickup line there was. 
She’d be the first to admit that it had been flattering when she was younger, but now she’d grown 
jaded from all the false attention that her breasts garnered. 

She looked down and started to organize her food and beverage cart, hoping that if he saw how 
busy she was, he’d leave her alone. Shoot, no such luck. 

“I’m in seat 7A,” he said, nodding towards his seat as if she didn’t know where it was. “When you 
get a second, could you bring me a Jack Daniels over ice, please?” 

“I’m a little busy, but l'Il get to it as soon as | can.” She regretted the irksome tone in her voice as 
soon as the words left her mouth. Her job was to be nice to everyone. All the time. She took a deep 
breath and made the conscious effort to be nicer to him. He is a first-class passenger, after all. Proba- 
bly got an upgrade with frequent flyer mileage, but still... 

“Actually, can you make that two? That way | won’t have to bug you for a while.” 

“Sure, my pleasure.” She looked over at him and smiled. Boozer alert. Good, he’ll be asleep in no 
time. 

“Cool, thanks. And if that nasty old dude gets rude again, just signal me and I'll kick his ass for 
you.” He winked at her, stuck out his chest, and thumped his fists against it in a Tarzan-style bravado 
that caught her off guard and made her chuckle. 

“I’m sure that it won’t come to that, but thanks anyway.” 

The lavatory door clicked open, and a teenage boy stepped out and made his way down the aisle. 
Jimmy grabbed the door and looked back at her. “No problem. | heard your young stewardess friend 
giving you a hard time, so | figured you could use some backup. Us old fogeys have to stick together.” 
He paused for a second and his smile disappeared. A somber frown registered on his face, and he 
leaned over to get closer to her. 


“And—listen up now, this is important.” His voice was firm and an octave lower, with a seriousness 
attached to it that caused her to stop what she was doing, scrunch her eyebrows, and look at him. He 
looked over at the man in 3B, paused for a second, and eyed her. 

“Do not, | repeat, do not go to his hotel room. A woman as hot as you would kill that old man. I’m 
talking major heart attack, the second he first saw you naked.” He winked at her, undressed her with 
his eyes and gave her a thumbs-up. 

“Oh yeah, baby, he’d be DOA,” he continued as he stepped into the lav and closed the door behind 
him. 

Wow, this guy’s forward. His straight-on sexual compliment took her by surprise, and before she 
could catch herself she smiled back at him. A real one this time, not that fake work smile she gave out 
like free candy at a kids’ Halloween party. She felt her face flush and realized that for the first time in 
a while, she was excited. It didn’t make any sense; she didn’t even know this guy. Plus he was dressed 
like he came from the wrong side of the tracks, and his actions were totally inappropriate. 

But there was something about him... 

Was he an airline employee, or maybe an air marshal? Possible. But if he was an air marshal, he 
wouldn’t be dressed like a homeless person. And why would she be attracted to that? An air marshal 
wouldn't be drinking alcohol either—or at least, he shouldn’t be drinking alcohol. 

She didn’t know many air marshals, but they didn’t have the same notoriety as pilots when it came 
to boozing it up. For most of the pilots she knew, it was like their travels away from the home front and 
its accompanying responsibilities woke up the frat house gene that had lain dormant in them since 
their college days of drunken debauchery. Not so much for air marshals, though. 

Perhaps he was off duty and traveling for pleasure? She made a mental note to check with Cap- 
tain Roy when she finished organizing her cart to see if there was an air marshal on board and, if so, 
where he was seated. 

She would never get that chance. 
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fghanistan—six months before the event 


“It’s GETTING Close to daylight. We must get back to the cave,” Rehan said. His tone was more 
forceful than his previous request, but still respectful toward the village elder. 

He eyed the rising sun that started to peek over the mountaintops. While he welcomed the warmth 
that it would bring, he knew that in about two minutes, it would be fully risen and cast enough light to 
reduce his odds of survival. He turned, looked at the old man, and willed him to move faster up the 
dusty trail. Come on, come on. 

The old man stood still, unmoved by Rehan’s words or his mental coaxing, and leaned against a 
large rock in the arid mountainside. He struggled to catch his breath from the exertion of their early- 
morning walk. 

Rehan knew he’d be the one in the sniper’s crosshairs once the infidels had enough daylight to 
see them, and despite salivating daily at the fantasies of his reward for fighting the Great Satan, he 
was in no hurry to meet his eighty virgins. 

He longed for the good old days, when the elders would take the lead when walking, and all the 
others would follow three steps behind. That custom had ended when the infidel snipers had started 
targeting the first in line. The elders’ change in tactics resulted in Rehan, or any other low-ranking 
man in the village who had the honor of accompanying an elder on their early-morning walk, acting as 
a decoy and staying three steps in front of the elder. 

Many of the elders felt that the infidels should not be able to change a tradition that had been in 
place for thousands of years. The leader walked first, and the followers followed. To do otherwise 
would be a victory for the enemy. But after seeing many of their leaders blown to bits by snipers, the 
elders had decided that their survival was more important than their tradition, so the elder carnage 
had stopped and the dispensable carnage had begun, with little concern from the elders. 

Like many of the young men in his village, Rehan didn’t like acting as a decoy. The only worse du- 
ties were being an opium runner or sexually servicing the older men. Opium runners were often 
robbed and murdered, but at least he was beyond the age of getting called out in the middle of the 
night to service a village elder. 

It didn’t help Rehan that he was in love with this elder’s youngest daughter, Saalima, and was al- 
ways working to earn his approval so that he would be worthy to take her as one of his wives when 
she hit puberty. Saalima was heart-stoppingly beautiful, and even though she was only twelve, she 
had many of the village’s men lobbying her father to select their sons as her husband. 

Rehan didn’t have the benefit of a father to campaign for him, nor much to offer the elder in the 
way of livestock or poppy fields, but he was driven and would not be denied. He was determined to 
take Saalima as his wife, and his self-induced pressure to outdo all the other suitors, to prove himself 
worthy as a good man, led Rehan to take on any challenge the elders threw his way. 

Accompanying an elder on his morning walk was an honor he would always accept, even if he was 


just being used as a decoy. He didn’t even mind it so much if they were smart and walked in the 
predawn light. As deadly as the bastard infidel snipers were, they had never killed a single man before 
the sun came up. Even the Great Satan cannot aim well in the dark. 

“| just need a second,” said the elder. He breathed deeply, filling his lungs with the cool mountain 
air, held it for a second, and exhaled. He leaned on his AK-47 to help him straighten up and then 
hand-signaled Rehan to resume walking. They continued up the path, and when Rehan saw the cave 
entrance, he breathed a sigh of relief. It was straight ahead, only thirty yards away. Almost safe. 

“Wait.” The elder paused again to catch his breath. A painful grimace coated his leathery face and 
he leaned over and placed his hands on his knees to support himself. He slid his rifle down his arm 
and rested it on the ground to relieve himself of the weight. Not a good sign. Long walks in the 
predawn cold used to invigorate the elder, get him ready for the day ahead. Not anymore. Now they 
wore him out. 

More than two months ago, the elder had suffered a bullet wound in his thigh during a battle with 
another village. Although it had been only a flesh wound, the healing had been slow and painful, and 
for a while he felt he would never fully recover. Other than opium as a painkiller, medical care in the 
mountains of Afghanistan was nonexistent. The only thing he could do was keep the wound clean to 
avoid infection, a task that was near impossible in the dusty, windswept mountainside they occupied. 
But somehow he had managed. The entry and exit holes had scabbed over, a sign that he was safe 
from infection, but he still had very little endurance, and hardly any strength in his legs. His old mus- 
cles had atrophied due to lack of use. 

With time, though, his strength had come back, and he had resumed his predawn walks a few 
weeks ago. At first they were nothing more than hobbling ventures just outside the cave opening, with 
Rehan following close behind, more to catch him if he lost his balance than to fight off any attackers. 
Even though he had his shepherd’s staff to keep him upright and sure-footed, on more than one occa- 
sion, Rehan had saved him from a nasty fall by grabbing him as he’d lost his balance. More points for 
wooing Saalima. Soon the elder had built up enough endurance that he could walk on his own. By 
holding out his hands against the cave walls, he’d managed to do daily laps without Rehan’s assis- 
tance, but he still wouldn’t be able to shoulder the added weight of his AK-47 for another few weeks. 

Now he had his trusted AK-47 slung over his shoulder. It felt good to have it back, like being re- 
united with an old trusted friend. But carrying that extra weight came at a price—especially near the 
end of their walk, when he was already tiring and they had to make their way up the trail to get back to 
the cave. Rehan always thought it stupid to start the walk going downhill and end it coming uphill 
when the elder would be tired, but the elder was a stubborn man of habit and would not change his 
routine. Even if Rehan dared to offer his opinion. 

“Will you be having any visitors today?” Rehan asked, trying to make small talk to hide his ner- 
vousness as he examined the sun, now halfway over the mountaintop. He didn’t want to let the elder 
catch on that he was scared. He knew of seven villagers who, standing in the dawn hours just like he 
was now, had been blown to smithereens by the infidels and their powerful weapons. Too cowardly to 
fight man-to-man, they had resorted to firing their weapons from a great distance. 

He looked nervously around as he silently counted to three, then took a single step left. Every two 
to three seconds he took a single step one way or the other, hoping to throw off the enemies’ aim. 

“Yes, Ziyaad’s coming. He should be here by now.” The elder smiled as he said his nephew’s 
name. On more than one occasion, he’d commented that Ziyaad would make a good husband for 
Saalima. He grabbed his rifle, stood upright, and gestured to Rehan to proceed. 

Rehan turned to walk towards the cave but frowned at the news of Ziyaad’s visit. He hated when 
any of the elders had visitors, especially this Ziyaad. Rehan viewed him as competition for Saalima’s 
hand in marriage. He’d seen the way the young leader from the next village over looked at her, with a 
wry smile and lust in his beady eyes, but aside from that, he didn’t trust him. He couldn’t put his finger 
on it, but something about Ziyaad wasn’t right. At first, he’d chastised himself for being paranoid, but 


he could never shake that feeling. 

As a young man who had not yet worked himself into the elders’ circle of trust, Rehan would not be 
allowed to hear the elders’ conversation with Ziyaad. And to stay out of earshot, he would have to 
stand guard near the entrance of the cave. That was not safe. He had known three other young men 
who had been squatting just inside the mouth of the cave when a sniper had fired an incendiary round 
that had hit the ground several feet in front of them, exploded on impact, and showered them with 
white-hot phosphor embers. They had been set on fire and burned alive. 

One of these incidents he had witnessed firsthand, his best friend just yards away from him as the 
incendiary round had blanketed him with burning pellets. By the time Rehan had recovered from the 
shock of the blast and realized what had happened, it had been too late to save his friend. Not that he 
could have done anything anyway. Once the white-hot embers buried themselves bone-deep in flesh, 
there was no way to put them out. He’d stood there, mouth ajar, and watched his best friend burn 
alive, his once-muscular torso melted into a pool of molten flesh and bones, leaving his friend’s hor- 
rific screams forever seared in his brain. 

He’d replayed the scene hundreds of times, and although he couldn’t have saved his friend, he 
wished he had thought quick enough to shoot him in the head and put him out of his misery. He 
shook his head to break the thought, and exhaled a sigh of relief and smiled as he reached the cave 
entrance. Safe at last. 

The booming thunder clap from the fifty-caliber sniper’s rifle screamed across the mountain range 
and arrived five seconds after the bullet impacted its mark. 
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he upper half of Rehan’s body was painted across the cave opening. Blood, bones, and 
small pieces of burning flesh with melted clothing were imbedded in the light brown rocks. 
What was left of him, a pair of legs loosely held together at waist level, wavered back 
and forth for a second before toppling to the ground in a twitching heap. The blood drained from them 
and formed a pool that the dry mountain floor sucked up in seconds. 

The elder was thrown down by the force of the blast. The shock of the sudden attack and his hard 
fall to the ground froze him in place until he collected his wits. He scampered on his hands and knees, 
over Rehan’s legs, and launched himself in a headfirst dive into the cave opening just as the sniper 
squeezed the trigger and launched another supersonic round. 

That incendiary round slammed into the cave wall just inside the entrance. Hundreds of pieces of 
small rock scattered and ricocheted around the cave, followed by clouds of dark smoke and rock dust 
that drifted up from the mouth of the cave and into the cool dawn air. 

The village elder lay on the cave floor. His headfirst dive had knocked the wind out of his old, oxy- 
gen-starved body. The thunderous explosion had made his ears ring so loud that he couldn’t hear any- 
thing. In a wide-open area, the blast noise from the impact of the incendiary wasn’t too bad, but in the 
tight confines of the cave, the sound had nowhere to go. The rock walls of the cave magnified its loud- 
ness, and the old man feared that his eardrums were ruptured. His mind spun as he sat up and 
leaned against the cave wall and dusted himself off. He checked himself for burning embers and 
didn’t find any. He thanked Allah for his survival, and prayed for Rehan. 

As the day wore on, the elder didn’t move. He sat against the back wall of his cave, his rifle 
clutched against his chest, and replayed the morning’s events in his mind over and over. It was almost 
as if the infidels knew the elder’s every move. How had they known to target him? How had they 
known where he was? Could there be an informant in his village? No. He refused to believe that. His 
men feared and respected him, and none would dare betray him. Still, it would be a good idea to an- 
nounce that one of the young males was an informant and have his fellow villagers stone him to death 
in public. A reminder of what happened to Satan’s spies. 

But who? He mentally went through the list of young men in the village and selected one who he 
had written off as being slow. He didn’t remember the kid’s name, but he’d seen enough of him to 
know that he would bring no value to the village as an adult. 

His decision on who to sacrifice having been made, his thoughts turned to Ziyaad. He was always 
prompt for their meetings but was hours late for this one. Where was he? Had the infidels killed him? 

One by one, his men were being cut in half by those bastards. They hid in the rock crevices a mile 
away and struck them down with ease. Two days ago in another cave, one of his drug runners, Haaziq, 
had been cut in half in mid-sentence while standing next to him, showering him with blood, body tis- 
sue, opium poppies, and bone fragments that he was still picking out of his beard. 

He had known Haaziq since he was a child. He had come from a good family and been a loyal ser- 
vant, ready to do anything asked of him. Now Haaziq, Allah bless him, was scattered across the mouth 
of a cave. The elder had decided he would honor Haaziq by taking his young widow as his wife. 

His mind raced trying to figure out what he could do to stop the infidels from martyring everyone 


around him. He looked longingly at his old Soviet rifle lying across his lap. His trusted friend, once a 
formidable weapon, now a child’s toy compared to what the Americans had. He flashed back to the 
good old days of the Soviet war, when soldiers had fought each other man-to-man at close range, and 
felt a stirring in his loins. 

He smiled as he reminisced about the Soviet soldier he had stabbed in the chest, relishing the 
look on the man’s face as he took his last breath. With heart racing and hands shaking, the young 
warrior had withdrawn his knife from the infidel soldier’s heart and cleaned the blood off on the dead 
man’s shirt in one smooth motion. He had yanked the AK-47 out of the dead man’s hands, grabbed 
the rest of his ammo, and, euphoric at his first kill, escaped into the mountains. 

The elder saw a shadow enter the cave and looked up. It was Ziyaad. He hurriedly waved him in- 
side. “Come in quick. It’s not safe,” he said. 

“| know. | was near the cave and saw what happened. | hid until now,” Ziyaad said as he knelt 
down and hugged the elder. “Rehan was a good man.” 

“Yes. Those bastard infidels. With Allah as my witness, we will strike them down.” 

“| have some good news from America.” The young man looked at the elder and smiled. 

“How is Kalib?” asked the elder. His weathered face, once devoid of all emotion, now lit up like a 
Christmas tree. 

“| have heard that he is almost ready. The plan is in place and, Allah willing, will happen soon.” 

“Good,” the elder said, unable to hide the excitement in his voice. “What about the others?” 

“Kalib has taught them, but | have not heard if they are ready yet. The infidels won’t know what hit 
them. They are so busy hiding behind their cowardly snipers that they don’t see the enemy in their 
homeland. Soon the skies over America will rain down bloody metal on the Great Satan.” 

“We have much to be thankful for. Kalib has proven himself, and he will be rewarded.” 

“Yes, he has. And he still believes that the village bombing was done by the infidels. That his family 
was murdered by them.” 

“Of course. How would he know otherwise?” The old man remembered the plan that he had de- 
vised and smiled. 

Ziyaad’s brother Azraq had questioned the elder in public, a sign of disrespect that couldn’t go 
unanswered, and despite his importance in fighting the infidels, he needed to die. So be it. Bomb 
makers were a dime a dozen, and they had no trouble replacing him. 

And what great things had come from that? Sabotaging the bomb maker and convincing the sur- 
viving villagers that the American drones had bombed their homes, killing almost everyone, was a bril- 
liant move, a stroke of genius, and it was those types of actions that separated him from the rest of 
the wannabe leaders in their villages. 

Blaming the explosion on the infidels had brought them all together and created an army of mar- 
tyrs overnight that still, to this day, over a decade later, were ready to kill. To be killed. Thanks to that 
stupid bomb maker who had dared question the elder. 

“I still can’t believe that someone as experienced as Azraq could make such a stupid mistake.” 
Ziyaad looked down and shook his head back and forth, his voice trailing off. His brother had created 
over one hundred bombs of all types, and he was the most knowledgeable of all the local villages’ 
bomb makers. 

“You were the last person to see him alive,” he said. “Did you notice anything that was out of 
place?” 

“Ah, Ziyaad,” said the elder. He placed a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “It’s been many 
years now, and we’ve been over this many times. As hard as it is for you to believe, Azraq made a bad 
mistake. We all make them. It is Allah’s will,” said the elder, without a hint of remorse for the pain that 
he had caused. 

Ziyaad stood up and walked around. The cave ceiling was low, and to avoid hitting his head, he 
had to hunch forward. 


“Smuggling Kalib to America was a good plan. It lit the fire of revenge in him and prevented him 
from finding out that his daughter Asmaa is still alive.” 

“Yes,” said the elder. “I’m thankful that we were able to get him into America so easily. Almost too 
good to be true.” 

“True,” said Ziyaad. “How is Asmaa?” 

“She is fine. A teenager now.” 

“Is it true what | have heard? That you have made her your wife?” Ziyaad asked. 

“Yes,” said the elder. “And Asmaa is a good wife, very willing to please.” He nodded his head up 
and down and smiled. 

Ziyaad walked toward the rear of the cave, and when the darkness obscured him, he reached into 
his pocket and fingered the cold steel of his revolver. 

“Come, sit down. We still have much to talk about,” the elder said. 

Ziyaad walked over to the elder, took the revolver out of his pocket, and pressed the cool metal tip 
against the elder’s head. 

“Ziyaad! What are you doing?” the elder screamed as he tried to shuffle away. 

Ziyaad leaned in close and whispered in his ear, “| know that you murdered my brother. That was 
no accidental bomb maker’s explosion.” He slammed him in the head with the butt of the pistol. Not 
hard enough to knock him out, just hard enough to stun him. 

He grabbed the elder by his shoulder, hauled him to his feet, and dragged him to the cave open- 
ing. The elder was still reeling from the blow and unable to offer any resistance. 

“What? No, that’s not true. Where are we going?” the elder asked, disoriented and confused from 
the blow. When they stepped out into the daylight, the elder gasped. 

“No! It’s not safe.” He started to push Ziyaad away, tried to break his grip, to get back inside the 
cave, but Ziyaad bashed him in the side of his head again. The elder groaned and dropped to his 
knees. 

“No, stop. Please, Ziyaad,” the elder begged, grabbing at Ziyaad’s leg. 

Ziyaad put his revolver back in his pocket, leaned over and grabbed the man’s head with both 
hands. He kneed him in the face with such force that it sent him sprawling backwards onto the moun- 
tain floor. He bent over, grabbed the unconscious man’s arm, and dragged him down a small incline 
to the middle of a wide-open area that offered no cover. He let go of the elder and plopped him to the 
ground. 

He reached into his pocket and took out the GPS signaling device the CIA had given him. The de- 
vice resembled a flip-style cell phone and had a long-lasting battery. He walked away from the elder 
and for the second time today, keyed in a sequence of numbers. 

—_> 

THE ELDER STARTED to come to. At first he didn’t realize where he was or what had happened. Then 
he saw the opening to the cave, and he started to remember. Somehow, Ziyaad had found out about 
his brother. But how? 

He tried to stand, but his legs gave out and he fell to the ground with a grunt. The throbbing pain in 
his head caused him to gasp. He started crawling on his hands and knees toward the opening of the 
cave, and after a few feet, he was able to stand again. He walked slowly at first, but when his brain 
cleared and he realized the situation, he picked up the pace. Must get to the cave. 
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he private enterprise sniper team contracted by the CIA, codenamed Hunter 64, looked 

down at their vibrating pagers at the same time. The pager contained a single line of text. 

GPS coordinates from Ziyaad’s device, which sent his precise location when he typed in his 

code. The code was transmitted to a satellite that was programmed to automatically forward the GPS 
coordinates to the closest Hunter team. 

“Tallyho.” The Hunter 64 spotter zoomed in with his binoculars. “Twenty-five yards left of previous 
target. Range—sixteen hundred and seventy-seven yards.” 

The sniper smiled and panned the area with her rifle, locked her scope on the target, and 
squeezed the trigger in between heartbeats. 

The Barrett fifty-caliber exploded an incendiary round. Traveling at four thousand feet per second, 
it smashed into the ground just short of the elder. The impact spat up rocks and dust and sent the old 
man crashing backwards to the ground. 

The incendiary showered him with white-hot embers the size of mothballs and set the screaming 
old man on fire. He swatted at his face and arms, trying to shed the burning-hot phosphor embers that 
were embedded so deep in his skin that they seared bone. He managed to stand, took a few zombie 
steps, and collapsed into a screaming cloud of smoke, writhing and bucking from the torture that en- 
gulfed him. 

“Tango down,” said the spotter, confirming that the target had been eliminated. 

The two emotionally detached soldiers of fortune watched through their scopes as the elder con- 
tinued to burn. 

“Another five hundred dollars for the kids’ college fund,” the spotter joked, in reference to their 
bounty. Then he high-fived the sniper. “That’s three thousand dollars in the last couple of hours. God, | 
love this fucking job. Who’s next?” 
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iyaad settled in behind a large rock a few hundred yards from where the remains of the 

elder continued to fester. He heard the screams of the old man, and the mighty boom from 

the fifty-caliber, followed by another thirty seconds of screaming. He didn’t turn to see what 

was going on. He could smell the burning flesh, and he’d seen this many times before with his wives’ 

former husbands. The American snipers didn’t just kill their targets. They burned them alive. He loved 

their brutality so much that he was proud to be silent partners with them, even though they were infi- 
dels. 

Many years ago, the CIA had come to him with proof that most of the villagers, including his 
brother Azraq, had not died in an American drone bombing. The elder had murdered him, and most of 
the villagers, over a silly dispute, then made it look like an American drone strike. 

At first, Ziyaad had refused to believe them, but once he’d heard his brother’s voice on the secret 
recordings, he was convinced. 

He heard the elder argue with Azraq, and a loud noise that sounded like a rifle butt hitting bone. A 
loud groan followed, and then the sound of a body hitting the ground. 

A few seconds of silence passed, and a groggy Azraq begged for his life. The elder laughed as he 
degraded him for questioning him. The sound of a sword being drawn, and more begging from Azraq, 
followed by the sound of flesh being sliced, and gurgling as Azraq drowned on his own blood from his 
slit throat. Silence. Ten minutes later, Azraq’s hut exploded in a massive fireball that had wiped out 
much of the village. 

By the grace of Allah, Ziyaad and his good friend Kalib had been far enough away that they were 
not hurt. But they were close enough to witness the explosion. They were walking back to the village 
and Ziyaad had been looking right at Azraq’s hut. He remembered it like it was yesterday. He admired 
Azraq so much for all the good that he had done with his explosives, and he remembered smiling 
when he saw his hut. Then the hut exploded. Even though it was near dusk, he could see that there 
was no missile. 

He privately confronted the elder, who came up with the story about an accidental explosion. The 
elder had made it clear to Ziyaad that great things were in store for him, including his daughter Saal- 
ima. But he had to support him. And keep the secret. After all, blaming the accident on the Americans 
would help their cause of defeating the infidels. 

Many of the villagers, including Kalib’s wife and parents, were blown into a hundred pieces, scat- 
tered all over the village. The blast was so powerful that body parts were found over a mile away, and 
Kalib had no trouble believing that his whole family had been wiped off the face of the earth by the 
Great Satan. 

What Kalib didn’t know was that the elder, always having a lustful eye for the younger ones, had 
seen Kalib’s daughter Asmaa running from the blast area. In the chaos that followed, the elder had 
corralled the terrified five-year-old, brought her to his home in the next village over, and had one of his 
wives feed, bathe, and comfort her. 

As time went on, he’d convinced Asmaa that her whole family had been killed by the Americans, 
and now he was her family. Four years later, he had married her. 


Once Ziyaad had learned the truth, he’d been so furious at the elder that he’d agreed to become a 
CIA asset. They’d supplied him with a GPS signaling device, and he’d become one of their foremost 
weapons in their Terrorist Assassination Operation. TAO was a covert CIA op in which outside contrac- 
tors were hired to come in and eliminate “people of questionable intent,” or PQI. 

Despite Hollywood’s portrayal of CIA types, Ziyaad didn’t see them as fools. He knew they under- 
stood that part of the reason he was helping them target higher-ups on the leadership food chain was 
so that he could progress through the ranks at a fast pace and enjoy the benefits that came from 
being a leader. They were happy to oblige him. 

Ziyaad knew they planned on building a long-term relationship with him, and if he turned his back 
on them, he would become the enemy. They didn’t seem concerned with that. He knew that if he 
didn’t work with them, he’d automatically become a member of the PQI club, and membership dues 
for that club were a bitch. 

Ziyaad took out the signaling device the CIA had given him and stared at it in his hand. Its many 
years of use had brought back memories of how far he had come and how many men the CIA had 
killed for him. 

He targeted anyone who was in his way, along with others who had what he wanted, like a beauti- 
ful, young wife. He had acquired three young wives since he’d started working with the CIA, all of them 
grateful widows of fallen comrades who had been killed by infidel snipers. The youngest, Efah, had 
only been married for two months before Ziyaad had seen her for the first time at a local watering 
hole. He had been so smitten with Efah that within two days, her husband was dead. 

Ziyaad had offered his condolences to Efah’s family and promised to take care of her. He took her 
as his bride, and she was so grateful that his every desire was met with slutty willingness, something 
that gave Ziyaad pause regarding his new wife’s sexual experience level, yet he was unable to stop 
coming back for more. Some of his other wives, he had to force himself on. Not Efah. 

She was his favorite. 

He laughed to himself when he thought of the young man who had been courting his sister. Less 
than a week after Ziyaad had caught the young man trying to kiss her, he’d had the snipers flame him 
right in front of the young man’s family. Ziyaad smiled at the memory. Ahh, good times. 

He didn’t even feel bad about lying to Kalib about his daughter. He knew that Kalib would never 
have left for America if he had known his daughter was alive, so he’d had no choice but to keep that 
from him. His mind wandered to what the elder had said earlier about Kalib’s daughter. “And Asmaa 
is a good wife, very willing to please.” Now that she was a widow, he’d find out for himself. All part of 
his master plan. 

And now that he was on the verge of taking over leadership of the village, there would be many 
other pleasures to come his way. Pleasures that only leaders enjoyed, like taking the wives and girls of 
the other villagers whenever he wanted. Boys too. At any time, he could send his aides to bring him 
whoever he wanted, no matter how young as long as they had attained puberty, to service him. He 
made a mental list of all the women he would take, and in what order. He chuckled to himself as he 
walked toward the village. This was going to be so much fun. 

During his walk, he collected his thoughts on what was next and decided that his first order of 
business was to notify the elder’s family and the other villagers that the elder had been murdered by 
the infidels, and that with his dying breath, he had asked Ziyaad to take over as village leader. With 
his leadership role would come proceeds from the village’s opium trade, in America dollars of course. 

He would pretend humility, telling the others that he didn’t feel worthy; then he would reluctantly 
agree to fulfill the elder’s final wish, and while he was at it he’d take the elder’s youngest daughter, 
Saalima, as his wife. After all, it was the least he could do. Who needed to die to get eighty virgins? All 
you needed was a little help from your friends in the CIA. 

This was a long time coming, and he felt great satisfaction that his time had finally arrived. The 
only remaining piece of the puzzle was up to Kalib. Would he come through as planned? 
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lastic explosives, commonly known as C-4, were invented in 1875 by Alfred Nobel of 

Nobel Peace Prize fame, and had over time become the terrorist weapon of choice for 

blowing things up. Especially an airliner. Not much was needed; it was a stable-source en- 

ergy release that didn’t need to be handled with kid gloves. You could whack C-4 with a sledgeham- 

mer and it wouldn’t detonate. Insert a small blasting cap wired to a nine-volt battery, and boom. Also, 

it was easy to get on the black market, and since it had the pliability of putty, it could be molded into 
just about any shape. 

The hardest part of Kalib’s plan of revenge was getting the explosives past security and into the 
airline’s maintenance hangar. He had gotten around that by ordering an emergency locator transmit- 
ter from one of the avionics vendors the airline used. ELTs—battery-powered signaling devices that 
transmit an emergency radio signal for thirty days if the aircraft crashes—are found on every aircraft 
registered in the US, and are located in the rear of the aircraft to increase the odds of their surviving 
impact. 

ELTs are g-force activated, and the pilot can also turn the ELT on manually if, say, he needs to 
make an off-airport emergency landing and manages to squeeze the aircraft down between some 
trees without crashing hard enough to set it off. Once the ELT is turned on, the search-and-rescue 
team can home in on its radio signal and locate the crash site. 

Kalib had ordered the exact ELT unit the airline used and had it shipped to the wrong hangar. He 
also ordered an identical ELT unit and had it shipped to a rented PO box registered to a fictitious com- 
pany that he had set up. 

When he’d received that ELT, he had taken it to his apartment, carefully opened the housing, and 
removed all its contents, replacing them with an altitude detonator, C-4, a nine-volt battery, and a digi- 
tal timer, with a hefty portion of black pepper to throw off the K9 units that patrolled the airport. 

It was a tight fit getting everything into the housing, but the ability to bend and mold the C-4 made 
it doable. He’d drilled a few small ventilation holes in the airtight housing to allow the change in air 
pressure that would burst the altitude detonator capsule. He repacked the bogus ELT in its original 
box, putting it behind the seat in his truck. He was confident in his plan and slightly amazed at how 
easily it was progressing. 

The next evening in the middle of his shift, Kalib put his plan into action. Right after the security 
guards’ dinner break, when the lazy infidels were fat, dumb, and happy with a full stomach, Kalib 
made his way from his office out to the main entrance of the hangar, where the security booth was. 

“Hey, Joe,” Kalib said as he stopped at the sliding plexiglass window of the security hut. “I’m 
shooting over to Hangar G to pick up an ELT. It was delivered to the wrong hangar. Be back in a few.” 

“Right,” the portly security guard said as he shifted in his seat. He was busy fingering his smart- 
phone and barely looked up at Kalib. Not exactly a lot going on at two a.m. on a weekday. 

Two minutes later, Kalib picked up the package from Hangar G. Once back inside his truck, he 
opened the shipping box, replaced the real ELT with the bomb, and resealed the box. He drove back to 
his hangar, parked his truck in his usual spot, and strolled back inside with the ELT bomb under his 
arm. 


“I’m back,” Kalib said as he walked by the security station. He flashed the box to Joe, who barely 
nodded when Kalib strolled past him. 

His plan might have taken some years to put into place, but revenge had no deadline. He had 
spent a good deal of time earning the airline’s trust and eventually worked his way up to line supervi- 
sor. At this level, the plan was simple to execute. No matter how revolting, he would continue pretend- 
ing to like the stupid Americans until the very end, a small price to pay to take revenge on them for 
killing his wife and daughter. 

Kalib went over to the parts supply room and unlocked the door. He turned the lights on and 
stepped inside. The room was sparse. A single metal desk sat in one corner, with two file cabinets on 
one side and a large garbage bin parked on the other side, both within easy reach of the rolling chair 
the American sloths would be parking their fat asses in. Floor-to-ceiling metal shelving lined three 
walls of the room, holding spare avionics parts the airline kept on hand to keep the big airliners flying 
and making money when something broke. 

He laid the package on the desk and smiled, savoring the moment of overcoming the biggest ob- 
stacle to his success. The C-4 was in the building. He cut open the box, removed the ELT, and placed 
it on the back of the top shelf behind all the other real ELTs. He stepped off the ladder, tossed the 
empty cardboard box in the recycle bin, and went back to his office. 

So simple. So easy. If the travel-happy Americans knew how easy it was to sneak C-4 into an air- 
line hangar, they’d never fly again. Now he just needed to attach it to an airliner, and his mission 
would be a success. 
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wenty-four hours before the event 


By 11:30 IN THE EveENING, the big airliner had completed its final flight of the day. The passengers 
deplaned and the three-man tow team, consisting of a tow driver and two wing walkers with bright or- 
ange flashlights, moved her from the passenger gate to Hangar B. 

Kalib sat in his office and watched the tow team as they slowly backed the massive airliner into 
position in Slot A. He looked at his watch, his heart racing with excitement, and saw that it was fifteen 
minutes past midnight. Right on schedule. 

She was an older model and so big that her tail was only a few feet from the hangar ceiling, which 
was sixty feet high. She had over three hundred seats. More passengers than his village had people. 
He grinned. 

He took out his wallet and removed two old photos from it. The first was of him and his best friend, 
Ziyaad, standing side by side with their rifles when they were barely teenagers. They were old Soviet 
AK-47s, and he remembered how proud he had been when he had received his. A young man’s first 
rifle was always a big day for him, symbolic of his entry into manhood. 

As he studied his friend’s face, a feeling of sadness settled over him. Damn infidels were bugging 
everything, so it was too dangerous for him to speak with Ziyaad. He’d had no direct communication 
with him since he’d left Afghanistan over a decade ago. It had been such a long time that he wasn’t 
sure that he would recognize Ziyaad if the two passed each other on the street. He couldn’t even be 
sure that he was still alive. No matter. | won’t let you down, my friend. | will avenge our villagers’ mur- 
der. 

It had taken him over four months to get to America, and he couldn’t have done it without Ziyaad’s 
drug smuggling connections. They had helped arrange everything, from the dusty rides at night in the 
back of old pickups to the container ships that Kalib spent months on, mostly throwing up in their 
bowels until he finally reached Mexico. From there it was an easy crossing into America. 

He closed his eyes and said a silent prayer, thanking Allah for Ziyaad’s help and asking him to 
watch over his dear friend, wherever he might be. 

The second was a photo of his wife, Gazala, and their five-year-old daughter, Asmaa. He stared at 
that one the longest. He fought back the tears. Even after all this time had passed, his emotions were 
raw and a challenge for him to control. Especially at work. He didn’t want to let anyone see him cry at 
work. Americans were notorious busybodies, and the last thing that he needed was some “kind soul” 
inquiring about what was wrong. FII tell you whatť’s wrong, you disgusting dog, your country killed my 
family. 

The photo was torn at the edges from his handling it almost every day. It was slightly out of focus 
and the color had faded, making it look older than its ten years, but it was all he had to remember 
them by, and it was his most valuable possession in this world. He looked into their eyes and touched 
Asmaa’s shoulders, a gesture that he’d made so often that the paper was worn away and he could 


see through the hole in the photograph. 

l love you. I will see you soon. 

The only place Kalib could afford to live on his meager salary was in the crime-ridden town of 
Compton. He had never cared about the run-down neighborhood or the shabby living conditions in his 
one-bedroom apartment, but he did worry about being mugged and someone stealing his wallet. He 
vowed that if that were to happen, he would surrender everything but that photo. He’d kill, or die, for 
that photo. 

He put the photo back in his wallet, stood up, and watched from his office as the tow team posi- 
tioned the big airliner in just the right spot. He thought of the task at hand, of how close he was to his 
life’s pursuit, and the shroud of sadness disappeared, replaced by a feeling of pride and happiness 
that he hadn’t felt in a long time. 

Airliner maintenance was scheduled months in advance, and when Kalib had seen the schedule 
over the Christmas holidays, he’d known that this was the week he’d put his plan into action. This 
week had two vital components to achieve his goal: a light schedule, and a big airliner. 

The light schedule, common around the holidays because the slothful Americans favored vacation 
time over production time, meant that there would be fewer workers inside the hangar. Fewer workers 
meant less of a chance of getting caught. 

A big airliner increased the odds that there would be an international flight over a large body of 
water with many passengers. Many passengers meant many dead bodies, and a large body of water, 
hopefully the Pacific Ocean, would mean less evidence. And less chance of a successful emergency 
landing in case the C-4 didn’t destroy the airliner. 

There was only one other airliner that was scheduled to be in the hangar this week, which would 
be in Slot D, three slots over from A. Slot A had another big advantage for Kalib. The airliner nose 
cone, almost ten feet in diameter, was hinged on the side that faced Slots B through D. When the 
nose cone was swung open, it blocked the view of the other workers, providing extra privacy for Kalib. 

Since Slots B and C would be open, they would be used for temporary parking spots for the tow ve- 
hicles and scaffolding units, further blocking Kalib’s activity from the workers in Slot D. 

This worked out perfectly for Kalib. Between a wall on one side of the airliner, a huge nose cone 
that swung open towards the other workers, and scaffolds and tow vehicles that prevented the work- 
ers in Slot D from seeing much of his workstation, he had the privacy he needed to attach his bomb. 
The final piece of this puzzle was to get rid of his coworker, Jeff Conway. And he knew exactly how to 
do that. 

Once the big airliner was parked, he and Jeff rolled the scaffolding up to its nose and started re- 
moving the fasteners that held the nose cone on. When Jeff had found out his wife was pregnant, he’d 
put in for the late shift to make some extra money. He’d been accepted almost immediately and had 
been there ever since. 

When he’d first joined the night shift, Kalib had befriended him. The two seemed to have a lot in 
common and had become fast friends, with Jeff going so far as to invite Kalib over for breakfast on 
Saturday mornings after they got off work. Kalib knew that Jeff liked him, but contrary to appearances, 
the feeling was not mutual. Kalib couldn’t stand Jeff or his American way of thinking. He tolerated him 
for the greater good of his mission, but would not miss him when it was over. And his wife, like most 
American women, was a fat, self-indulgent manipulator. 

When they finished unlocking all the fasteners, they swung the large fiberglass cone open and ex- 
posed the front bulkhead that held in the pressurization of the airliner’s cabin. The bulkhead’s alu- 
minum wall is where an airliner’s weather radar equipment and associated avionics are attached. This 
is where they would perform firmware updates and run diagnostic checks on the equipment. Since 
this area is unpressurized and has no temperature control, all the components must be able to with- 
stand large fluctuations in air pressure and temperature and undergo regular testing. 

“Melanie keeps asking me if you have a girlfriend,” Jeff said. “I think she wants to set you up with 


her cousin Becky.” 

“Tell her thanks, but no thanks,” Kalib said as he gathered some of his electrical testing equip- 
ment from his tool cart, all the while checking the aircraft’s maintenance manual to make sure he was 
using the correct equipment parameters. This airliner was an early model, and he hadn’t worked on 
this type in a while. He needed to make sure that his work was flawless tonight, so he took extra time 
and double-checked everything. 

“Come on, man, Becky is a lot of fun. She has great tits too.” Jeff looked at Kalib and smiled wide. 
“I seen ‘em once. By accident, of course.” 

“Of course.” Kalib snorted a laugh and shook his head from side to side as he punched numbers 
into the testing keypad. You’re a son of a dog. 

“No, seriously, it was an accident. It was on our camping trip last summer. Melanie and | were 
sharing a tent with Becky and her boyfriend. | walked into the tent one morning as she was taking her 
nightshirt off. She was pulling it over her head and it got stuck on one of her earrings. | had full view. 
I’m talking in my face, so close that | could reach out and touch them. With no bra. | froze in place for 
like five seconds. Then | came to my senses and hightailed it outta there before she got her earring 
unstuck. Thank God she never saw me. Man, her nipples were amazing. I’m telling you, man, | still see 
her tits clear as day—they’re seared into my brain forever.” 

“Still? Wasn’t that like five months ago?” You moron. 

“| couldn’t function for like four hours. Tripping over things, jumbling words, spilling my coffee. 
Melanie kept asking me if anything was wrong. She thought I’d had a mini stroke.” 

“Did you tell her?” 

“Yeah, right. I’m sure she’d understand. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, honey, | accidentally stared at your cousin’s 
tits for five seconds and now my brain has seized up. And by the way, I’ve had an erection for four 
hours, So can you take me to the emergency room?’ ” Jeff laughed out loud at his own joke, some- 
thing he often did, and another American habit that Kalib found annoying. 

“Maybe you should focus on other things in life that are more important than sex.” Infidel. Your 
mind is a dirty shoe. 

“Yeah? Like what?” Jeff chuckled at the absurdity of Kalib’s suggestion. “Are you from Pluto or 
something? | mean, holy shit, dude, do you realize how fucked up that is?” Jeff belched out loud, the 
long thunderous kind that wins contests in grammar school, and smiled at Kalib. “I don’t know where 
that came from, but damn, that felt good.” 

Kalib and Jeff would normally spend the rest of their night shift bantering and joking their way 
through work. Jeff seemed to enjoy it, but Kalib tolerated it as the price he had to pay for the mission’s 
success. Tonight’s routine was different, though. 

In his quest to get some time alone with the airliner, Kalib had discreetly added a handful of Ex- 
Lax to Jeff's Coke at the start of their shift. It took almost four hours for the Ex-Lax to kick in, but once 
it did, Jeff went to the men’s locker room and spent the remainder of his shift sitting on the toilet. And 
burping. Peace and quiet at last. 

Meanwhile, Kalib completed all the testing and documentation that was required to get the shift 
supervisor to sign off on his work and release the airliner back into service. He waited until just before 
the last break of the shift and headed over toward the office he shared with Bob, the shift supervisor. 
With every step, he prayed to Allah to help him make this happen. Over ten years since his village and 
his life had exploded, and finally his revenge was right at his fingertips. So close he could taste it. 

He walked into the office and found Bob parked in his usual spot, sitting at his desk and thumbing 
through a magazine. Kalib held out the clipboard to him. “Hey, Bob, look this over so that we can close 
her up, will you?” 

Bob frowned and nodded to the clock on the wall. “It’s almost break time.” 

“| know, but this is an easy one. It'll only take a few seconds, and then you can go on break.” He 
checked his wristwatch, holding his arm up for a second longer than needed to make sure that Bob 


saw it. “Last night | saw that cute new engine maintenance specialist in the break room about this 
time. She asked about you. In a professional way, of course.” 

Bob looked up at him, smiled, and laid his Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition down on his desk, 
facedown to keep his place. With a grunt, he pushed himself out of his chair. He took the clipboard 
from Kalib and waddled out of the office and over to the front of the big airliner. 

“Where’s your partner in crime?” Bob asked. 

“He’s in the bathroom. Got an upset stomach.” 

“He’ll do anything to get out of work, lazy bastard.” 

“Yeah, but | think he’s really sick this time. He’s been burping all night,” Kalib said. 

“That guy’s got more issues...” 

“So how many more days until retirement?” Kalib asked, hoping to change the subject. Bob was a 
twenty-eight-year veteran of the airline’s maintenance department, and he wasn’t shy about telling 
everyone who would listen that he couldn’t wait to retire. 

“Can’t come soon enough, that’s for sure,” he grunted as he climbed onto the scaffold. He looked 
everything over and made a few notations on his checklist. “You ran all the firmware updates?” he 
asked. 

“Yes sir,” said Kalib. 

“No issues?” 

“Zippo.” 

“Good. Did you run all the tests and sign the paperwork?” 

“Yes.” 

“Excellent. Any bitch sheets from those prima donna pilots that | need to know about?” 

“Ha—no. Not this time.” 

“Well, whaddaya know,” said Bob in a rare moment of levity. He stopped what he was doing and 
looked at Kalib with a small smile on his face. “Must be my lucky day. | should stop by 7-11 on the 
way home this morning and pick up some lotto tickets.” 

Bob went over the avionics sign-off checklist step by step for the third time, this time in total si- 
lence to ensure that he didn’t miss anything. 

The airline promotion system is seniority-driven, which didn’t always guarantee that the best em- 
ployee received the promotion. Bob might not have been the best people manager, and he was a bit 
jaded, but he always did a thorough and precise inspection of his men’s work. Slow and methodical, 
he had never, in twenty-eight years, cut any corners or missed a thing. Until tonight. 

“Okay, she checks out. Good job, as usual,” said Bob. He signed the paperwork, looked at his 
watch, and grinned at Kalib. “Close her up, | need to go on break.” 

Bob waddled back to his office and dropped his clipboard on his desk. It was against company 
regs to leave for break before the radar nose dome he’d just signed off on was securely closed, but 
Bob had done this a few times before with Kalib and everything had worked out fine. He sucked in his 
gut to tuck in his shirt, finger-combed his hair, and gave himself a once-over in front of the mirror be- 
fore leaving for the break room. 

Kalib watched Bob leave the office, waiting five minutes to make sure that he didn’t return in case 
he forgot something. Everything was going so well, it would be a shame to rush things and get caught 
now. He tried to make himself look busy by organizing his hand tools on his cart. When he looked up 
at the big digital wall clock and saw that the five minutes had passed, his heart skipped a beat. This is 
it! Finally, after all these years, he would get his revenge. 

He grabbed his tool bag with a sweaty palm and walked over to the storage room. He retrieved the 
modified ELT unit, stuffed it in his tool bag, and left the storage room. On his way back to the airliner, 
he peeked into the men’s locker room to make sure that Jeff was still on the shitter. He was. Kalib 
moved quickly. 

When he reached the front of the airliner, Kalib looked around to make sure that no one else was 


around. Most of the team that was working on the airliner in Slot D had gone on break. Two men were 
still there, sitting on one of the scaffolds and drinking coffee from a thermos. The open nose cone 
shielded him from them. He checked to make sure his screw gun was ready. Everything was in place. 

The only thing left to do was attach the bomb and close the nose cone. He’d be done in two min- 
utes. 

He took a deep breath. His body tingled all over, and for the first time in over a decade he felt re- 
ally alive. He looked around one last time and listened for any out-of-place noise. All was clear, so he 
removed the ELT unit from his tool bag. This was it, the point of no return. If anyone were to come by 
now, they would surely see what he was doing and his mission would fail. 

His adrenaline spiked and he hurriedly screwed the yellow box to the bulkhead wall just below the 
windshield. He looked through the windshield and saw the captain’s seat, maybe three feet from 
where he was, and smiled. He put his screw gun down and prepared to close the nose cone. Just a 
few more seconds and he would be finished! He could barely contain himself. Years of planning and 
waiting, and now his revenge was almost here. Too easy. 

Holy shit, this is so fucking good. He rubbed his sweaty palms together and murmured a short 
prayer. 

“Kalib—what the fuck is that?” 

Fuck! Kalib’s breath stopped in his chest and a chill spiked through his spine. The hair on the back 
of his neck stood up and he froze in place. After a second, he turned. Jeff was standing there, holding 
a paper towel to his mouth, trying to clean some dried vomit from his chin. The look of confusion on 
Jeff's wrinkled forehead, his mouth open as he squinted at the ELT, meant that Kalib had been caught 
red-handed. 

“What?” Kalib asked. He feigned a look of confused innocence. 

“That!” Jeff stepped onto the scaffold and pointed at the box in front of Kalib. “What the fuck is an 
ELT unit doing here?” 

Kalib could tell by the aggressive tone in Jeff’s voice that he knew something was wrong. Thinking 
fast, he reached out and fingered some text on the front of the ELT. “You didn’t read the memo? 
We’re testing a new unit for the ELT company. See the ‘TEST UNIT ONLY’ text on the front here?” 

Jeff frowned, reached into his coveralls, and took out his reading glasses. He leaned forward to get 
a closer look at the writing on the yellow housing, and everything went dark. 

> 

TEN MINUTES LATER, Kalib was back at his desk, the nose cone of the big airliner securely in place. 
He checked all the documents he had completed and signed off on the paperwork. He went over 
everything a second time to make sure that there were no mistakes, and he placed the paperwork in a 
neat pile on top of Bob’s desk. 

Bob was all smiles when he came back from break, and he ambled over to Kalib and leaned on his 
desk. “All done with 76729?” 

“Yes sir. She’s ready to go.” 

“Excellent. Hey, where’s Jeff?” 

Kalib’s heart pounded in his chest. It felt so loud that he was sure that Bob could hear it. “He 
asked me to tell you that he went home sick.” 

“Huh? | just went out to my car to get my briefcase.” Bob held his briefcase up, as if to verify his 
claim. “Jeff’s truck was still parked next to mine.” 

Oh shit, don’t fuck this up. You’re so close. 

“Yeah, he was too sick to drive, so he called his wife to come get him. | told him that I’d pick him 
up at his house tomorrow, or whenever he felt better, and drive him in. It’s okay if his truck is parked 
here for a day or two, right?” 

“Oh. Yeah, sure, that’s fine. You’re a good friend, Kalib, a good friend.” Bob patted him on the 


shoulder and went over to his desk and sat down. He picked up his magazine. “Hmm, that makes two 
people out this week with a stomach bug. Must be something going around. Lucky that we have a light 
schedule this week.” 

When Kalib left at the end of his shift, the big airliner had not been moved. They must not need it 
right away. Damn. He’d locked the locker that contained Jeff’s body so it wouldn’t be discovered right 
away, but sooner or later the infidel’s rotting corpse would start to smell. Would the discovery of Jeff’s 
body ruin all his plans? He probably had twenty-four hours, tops. 

He drove straight to his apartment and logged on to the employee reservation system to see if 
N76729 had been scheduled to fly yet. Nothing. 

He knelt in prayer, and the loose end that had been nagging at his subconscious smashed into 
him like a Mack truck. Jeff’s wife! 

When Jeff didn’t come home at his normal time, which was about now, Melanie would be con- 
cerned. Eventually, she’d call his work to see if he was still there. Someone would see his truck in the 
parking lot, but they wouldn’t be able to find him. They’d get around to calling Jeff's supervisor and 
Bob would relay the “went home sick” message that Kalib had told him, and from there his plan would 
unwind fast. 

He grabbed the keys to his truck and bolted for the door. 
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ifteen hours before the event 


KaLiB PULLED his truck into the apartment complex and parked in Jeff’s numbered spot. He wouldn’t 
be needing it. He took a few deep breaths and stepped out onto the old asphalt. He found the red 
brick apartment building that Jeff lived in and walked up the two steps to apartment 10A. He glanced 
over his shoulder to check and see if any neighbors were out, but he didn’t see anybody. He pressed 
the bell, and Jeff’s wife, Melanie, answered the door. 

“Kalib? Hi.” Her voice didn’t hide her surprise at seeing him, and she stood there for a second in 
her robe and slippers, wondering why he was there without Jeff. Had there been an accident at work? 

“Hi, Mel.” Kalib smiled at her. “Jeff's not here yet? | didn’t see his truck in the parking lot. He must 
have stopped to get a lottery ticket. He invited me over for breakfast.” 

“Oh, he didn’t mention that to me.” The look of confusion on her face disappeared and she 
grinned at him. “I swear, he’s been so preoccupied with the baby lately that he’d forget his head if it 
wasn’t attached,” She giggled at her own joke. “Come on in.” She stepped back and Kalib passed by 
her. She closed the door behind him. 

“I'll put some coffee on. Come sit at the kitchen table.” Melanie gestured with her hand to follow 
and turned and walked into the kitchen. Her initial concern that Jeff had been injured at work had 
passed, and now she relaxed as if they were old friends. Kalib followed her into the kitchen. 

Melanie stepped up to the counter, reached up into her cabinet, and took down three coffee 
mugs. Kalib pulled out a chair, but didn’t sit down. Melanie filled her Mr. Coffee pot at the faucet, 
placed it in the machine, and toggled the on switch. She turned around, and Kalib was standing in her 
face. 

“Kalib!” she screamed. 

He smiled at the panic in her voice and bodied up to her, pinning her against the counter and 
grabbed her by the throat with both hands. He squeezed tight. 

She gagged and coughed, pushed her hands against his chest, but that was no use. She tried hit- 
ting him with her hands, but he raised his elbows and easily deflected her blows. He pressed himself 
tight against her, close enough that she could smell his body odor. His grip on her throat tightened 
and she couldn’t breathe. She looked up into his eyes and saw dark circles of hate. Why? 

Her lungs started to burn and the spike of adrenaline made her heart pound in her chest so loud 
that she thought that it was going to explode. The surge of adrenaline to her muscles gave her hope 
and she slammed a knee into Kalib’s groin as hard as she could. He didn’t let go of her neck, but his 
grip weakened and she managed to reach down with a hand to skim the countertop, looking for some- 
thing to use against her much stronger assailant to stop his crazy attack. 

Her panicked fingers brushed against a piece of metal. In her frenzy to grab it, she pushed it away. 
Dammit. She found it again. It was a fork. She grabbed it in a tight fist and shoved it into Kalib’s ribs 
so hard that she felt it bend in her hand. 


“Oh!” Kalib screamed. The lightning bolt of pain caused him to lose his grip. Melanie shoved her 
palm under his chin, kneed him in the groin again, and pushed him away with all her might. He tum- 
bled backwards across the kitchen, one hand on his ribs, the other flailing for balance. His fall was 
broken by the kitchen table and he screamed at her as she ran away. 

“You bitch!” 

She ran out of the kitchen and down the hallway, screaming and banging her hands on the walls. 
“Somebody help me, please, he’s attacking me! Help me!” 

If she could just make it to the baby’s room, she could lock the door, grab Cynthia, and escape out 
the window. She could go to a neighbor’s for help. 

She made it to Cynthia’s door and turned the doorknob when Kalib tackled her from behind. The 
full weight of his almost two hundred pounds came down on her and brought her to the floor, knock- 
ing the wind out of her. He sat on her lower back and ground her face into the hallway carpet, drown- 
ing out her screams. He punched her in the back of her head until she stopped moving. 

He lay there for a second on top of her, breathing heavily. 

He stood up, and went into Cynthia’s room. 
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ix hours and fifteen minutes before the event 


KaLiB RETURNED home in a much better mood than when he had left. He prayed for a few hours, and 
threw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He grabbed his prepacked overnight bag and looked around the 
sparsely furnished apartment that had been his home for the last decade. He had no regrets. 

Leaving the apartment, he threw his bag into the backseat of his beat-up Toyota and started her 
up for the last time. He took the familiar route to LAX airport but passed by the employee parking lot 
and pulled into the passengers’ long-term lot instead. He grabbed his bag and walked into the termi- 
nal. 

The airport was not very busy this time of the evening during the Christmas break. Most of the trav- 
elers were vacationers, coffees in hand, scurrying through the terminal on the way to their final desti- 
nations. He looked around and smirked. Which of these dogs would make their last flight tonight be- 
cause of him? 

He entered the short security line behind a heavyset man wearing an obnoxiously colorful Hawai- 
ian shirt. His cologne was so overpowering that Kalib had to step back to create some space between 
them. He passed through security and stopped at one of the shops that lined the long walkway to the 
check-in area. He listened with disdain to the soft Christmas music being played over the loudspeak- 
ers. He bought a coffee and Danish and sat down to eat in the waiting area. 

After some time, he took out his smartphone and logged on to the airline’s employee reservation 
system. He said one more silent prayer, asking Allah to watch over him, and he punched in N76729 to 
see where the wide-bodied jet was going on its final flight. 

He read the screen, and a wide smile spread across his face. 
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wenty-two minutes before the event 


Anpy Vitucci of the LAPD bomb squad stepped into the second-floor conference room, and the cool 
December night air changed to warm and sticky with a helping of body odor. Too many people, acrid 
with adrenaline, stuffed into too small an area. 

All the seats at the large wooden table in the center of the room were taken, so Andy made his way 
to the back and grabbed a seat in one of the metal chairs that lined the perimeter. Homeland Secu- 
rity, FBI, CIA, DEA, US Marshals, and LAPD, all wearing gold badges, were sitting around the table, 
scribbling notes on yellow legal pads as they listened to the directives coming from the front of the 
room. He spotted his lieutenant, Virgil Roberts, at one end, made eye contact, and gave him a nod, 
which the lieutenant returned before turning back to the front of the room. 

The speaker was unfamiliar, but his sharp dark suit and college-level vocabulary suggested FBI. He 
was going over details of a video surveillance tape that was paused on an overhead screen. The date 
and time of the video, displayed on the lower right, indicated that it was from five forty-eight this morn- 
ing. 

Andy watched as the speaker used a red laser to encircle a man in the video. The man wore the 
airline company coveralls and was of average height and weight. His skin color was midtone, and he 
had a neatly trimmed dark beard and hair. Just your average thirty-something guy working the late 
shift. Put a beer in one hand, a hot dog in the other, and park him in front of a TV with a baseball 
game on and he’d pass for your neighbor in just about any blue-collar town in the US. 

“This is Nasir Kalib,” said the speaker. “He’s an avionics technician. Mr. Kalib has been employed 
by this airline for eight years and has a stellar record. Until today. Mr. Kalib is of Afghanistan descent, 
and we believe he snuck into the United States over a decade ago. Mr. Kalib has been operating 
under the radar since then, doing nothing that would call attention to himself. But because of what I’m 
about to show you on the surveillance tapes, Mr. Kalio has now been honored with the number one 
spot on the FBI’s Most Wanted list and is the subject of the biggest manhunt in the history of the 
United States of America.” 

Up on the screen, Kalib stood on a scaffold that was parked in front of a large airliner. The fiber- 
glass nose, hinged on one side, was swung wide open, exposing the flat aluminum bulkhead. 

“There’s no audio with these security videos, but after you see them, there should be no doubt as 
to what we’re dealing with. Watch closely as Mr. Kalib’s coworker, Jeff Conway, enters the scene and 
points at the yellow ELT, or emergency locator transmitter, that Mr. Kalib has just mounted to the bulk- 
head,” the speaker continued. “You can see by Mr. Kalib’s initial reaction to Mr. Conway’s appearance 
that he was surprised to see him. I'll Zoom in so you can see better.” 

The speaker hit play and zoomed in. The quality of the footage was impressive for a security cam- 
era. Good enough to make out Kalib’s facial expressions as he fastened the ELT to the pressure bulk- 
head and prepared to swing the nose cone closed. Andy saw that the ELT had no wires connected to 


it, and with that came the understanding of why he had been called to this meeting. The ELT housing 
was a dummy. Most likely filled with C-4 or some other explosives and connected to an altitude deto- 
nator. 

Andy shut his eyes, took a deep breath, and wearily massaged the back of his neck. This was bad, 
real bad. 

Andy looked up in time to see Jeff Conway appear in the video. Kalib had his back to him and 
didn’t see him coming. Conway must have said something as he approached, because Kalib was so 
surprised that he just about fell off the scaffold. After a second or two, he regained his composure and 
turned to face Conway, who by now had a finger pointed at the ELT along with a puzzled look on his 
face. This confirmed that Conway was questioning Kalib about the ELT. A flurry of gestures were 
Kalib’s way of responding with feigned confusion to the inquiries. Conway climbed up on the scaffold 
next to Kalib and pointed at the ELT again. Kalib fingered the front of the ELT housing and seemed to 
be pointing out some text that ran across the front of it. Conway reached into his coveralls, took out a 
pair of glasses, and leaned forward to take a closer look at the writing on the yellow box. 

Kalib’s hand slid into his back pocket, pulled out a wrench, and whacked Jeff across the back of 
his head so hard that he lurched forward and smashed his forehead on the bulkhead. He froze for a 
second, a deep look of surprise engraved on his face, and collapsed and tumbled backwards off the 
scaffold. The imagined sound his head made on the concrete hangar floor was enough to make Andy 
turn away. A collective groan around the room confirmed that he was not alone in his disgust. 

Kalib looked around and calmly grabbed some shop towels and started wiping the gore off the 
bulkhead. He maneuvered Conway’s lifeless body into a sitting position, then slung it over his red tool 
cart. He deftly grabbed a drop cloth in one hand, shook it open, and spread it over the cart. 

Looking over his shoulder to confirm that no one saw him, he wiped Conway’s blood from the 
epoxy coated hangar floor and placed the hand towels in a plastic bag. With his housekeeping com- 
pleted, he used the massive airliner’s body as cover and wheeled his tool cart into the men’s locker 
room. 

The speaker fast-forwarded the tape as the clock time on the video raced forward. Three minutes 
later Kalib wheeled his empty tool cart out of the locker room. 

“So Mr. Kalib disposes of Mr. Conway in the locker room. Watch what happens next.” 

The speaker resumed the security video, and everyone in the room watched as Kalib swung the 
radar nose dome closed. He tightened all the fasteners and returned his tools to his cart. After a few 
entries on his clipboard, he tugged the scaffold and tool cart away from the airliner and out of the se- 
curity camera’s field of view. Job completed. 

A third security tape blinked to life on the overhead screen and showed Kalib a few minutes later 
as he entered an office, which appeared empty. Kalib placed some papers on the center of a desk 
and exited. 

“At this point, the maintenance on the airliner is considered complete, and the airliner is officially 
placed back into service,” the speaker said. “A few hours ago, a member of the cleaning staff noticed 
a terrible odor coming from a locker. He notified security, and after waiting for approvals from the 
higher-ups, they cut the lock off and discovered Jeff’s body. But by then it was too late—the airliner in 
the video departed LAX over two hours ago as Flight 2262, and is currently cruising over the Pacific 
Ocean at thirty-four thousand feet, heading toward Hawaii with three hundred and twenty-eight souls 
on board.” 

Andy could feel the air get sucked out of the room. When you entered a situation like this, there 
was always hope that something could be done to avert the tragedy, but the speaker’s last sentence 
was like a death blow. Pens were gently placed down, almost as if out of respect for the doomed pas- 
sengers. Foreheads were rubbed, shoulders slouched, and monotone murmurs were whispered 
around the table. 

The speaker continued. “We have the LAPD bomb squad here,” He nodded to Lieutenant Roberts, 


who stood up and introduced Andy. 

“Gentlemen, Sergeant Andy Vitucci has over twenty-five years’ experience in the bomb squad and 
he’s an expert on most types of explosives. Especially C-4. | recommend that everyone listen to him.” 

Andy made his way to the front of the room and didn’t waste any time with pleasantries. “Has any- 
one contacted Flight 2262 yet?” he asked the speaker. 

“No, we just saw the security tapes for the first time a few minutes ago. We needed to be sure of 
what we’re dealing with before we called them,” the speaker said. 

“| think we’re pretty sure now.” Andy said. “Let’s call them.” 

The speaker's cell phone rang and he retrieved it from his pocket. He eyed the display and looked 
at Andy. “Hold that thought, | need to take this.” 

Andy listened in on the one-sided conversation. 

“Agent Cuomo... yes Sir... okay... okay... roger that, sir.” 

With the call ended, Agent Cuomo paused for a second, took a deep breath, and turned to face the 
room. 

“Latest update—that was Special Agent Samuels, field agent in charge of this investigation. He is 
at Mr. Kalib’s apartment. The K9 units found traces of C-4 and some empty containers of black pep- 
per. Black pepper is commonly used to mask the odor of C-4 to avoid detection by the dogs. That 
would explain how Mr. Kalib had been able to get the C-4 past the airport’s K9 security.” 

Cuomo continued, “They also found traces of raw phenolphthalein, the main ingredient in Ex-Lax. 
Additionally, the FBI’s legal department has requested and received Mr. Kalib’s credit card statements 
going back two years. From those, along with some receipts we’ve found at Kalib’s apartment, we’ve 
been able to conclude the following: two months ago, Mr. Kalib purchased some nine-volt batteries 
along with four digital kitchen timers and a case of black pepper at a local Walmart.” 

“All things that are used in a bomb,” Andy said. 

An overweight man wearing a suit that was two sizes too small stood up at the table. “Hold on, 
now.” He looked like he was in his fifties, with thick round glasses and a comb-over so bad that Andy 
had to work not to laugh. “We don’t know for sure that a bomb is involved.” 

Another man, seated at the head of the table and wearing a pilot’s uniform, stood up. “I’m the air- 
line’s chief pilot, Captain Russ Otto,” he hand gestured toward comb-over man. “This is our union at- 
torney, Hank McNamara. | asked him to join us this evening.” 

Like most cops, Andy had a disdain of lawyers that knew no bounds, and it came out in his reply: 
“Oh, come on—every person in this room saw Kalib kill that man on the security video. Nobody kills 
somebody without a damn good reason.” 

“We don’t know their past history. Who knows why they could be mad at each other? Maybe Kalib 
caught Conway sleeping with his wife,” the attorney offered. 

“We’re wasting valuable time with this legal bullshit. We need to stay focused on the task at 
hand,” Andy said. 

“| object to your insinuation that there is a bomb on the airliner and that an airline employee with a 
stellar record is involved.” The lawyer was at it again, his nasally shrill voice grating through the room 
like the cry of a colicky newborn. 

Andy shook his head and ignored him. He looked at the chief pilot. “Get ahold of the crew right 
now. Tell them to descend the airliner to eight thousand feet. ASAP.” 

“Why?” Agent Cuomo asked. 

“That ELT housing can hold enough C-4 to breach the pressure bulkhead on detonation. At thirty- 
four thousand feet, the results would be catastrophic. The outside air pressure is so low at that alti- 
tude that after the C-4 blows up, an explosive decompression of the airliner would occur. There won't 
be anything left of her before she hits the ground,” Andy said. 

“He’s right,” Captain Otto said. “An explosive decompression at that altitude would rip that aircraft 
apart from the inside out. Even if the pilots did survive, they’d be unconscious in under a minute. At 


eight thousand feet, the inside air pressure would be equal to the outside air pressure. Now it’s just a 
bomb going off, no secondary explosive decompression. That’s huge, and the odds of survival go up 
dramatically. It’s a no-brainer.” 

Lawyer spoke up again. “That’s risky. What about the higher fuel burn at that low altitude? Those 
engines were designed to fly at high altitude, not eight thousand feet. Not to mention the increased 
drag at lower altitudes, where the air is thicker. They might run out of fuel before they even reach 
Hawaii. Then we’d have a real disaster on our hands. One that we caused, and one that we’d be held 
liable for.” 

“We already have a real disaster on our hands.” Andy’s patience was growing thin. 

“But not one that we caused.” 

“Ahh, so that’s it. Bomb destroys airliner, it’s the terrorist’s fault. Airliner runs out of fuel, it’s our 
fault. | get it now. We should all just sit around and do nothing. Let fate play out while we cover our 
asses. | have an idea, why don’t we all get something to eat down the street at Forlini’s restaurant? 
They have great Italian food. We can sit around, eat, pop a beer, and toast the asshole of the month. | 
nominate you, counselor.” Andy glared at the lawyer. “Anyone else have a nomination, or should we 
just award him the prize right now?” 

“All right, Lieutenant, that’s enough,” Agent Cuomo said. “Mr. McNamara brings up a good point. 
What about an emergency ditching in the Pacific? Right away.” 

Lawyer jumped out of his seat and banged the table. “Absolutely not! | strenuously object to ditch- 
ing a perfectly good airliner in the Pacific Ocean.” 

Everyone ignored him. 

Captain Otto said, “Never been done in an airliner before, and we will lose passengers. If the bomb 
never goes off, or worse yet, if it never existed, we’ll be out of business.” 

Agent Cuomo nodded at him. “Can you calculate fuel burn for me and let us know if they’ll make 
Hawaii at eight thousand feet?” 

“Sure.” 

Agent Cuomo looked at Andy. “What’s your thoughts on the ‘alleged’ bomb?” He smirked at the 
lawyer, and turned back to Andy. “Any ideas why hasn’t it gone off yet?” 

“Based on what we’ve seen in the video and what the FBI has discovered at Kalib’s apartment, 
there are two likely scenarios. The first is a pressure detonator connected to a timer that hasn’t 
reached zero yet. Large airliners like this one fly long routes, often over water. Having the detonator 
connected to a timer to delay the explosion until the airliner was, say, over the middle of the Pacific, 
would eliminate the option of an emergency landing if the airliner was still flyable after the explosion. 
Plus, it would make the evidence much harder to collect. We’d have a harder time figuring out exactly 
what happened. And if this guy is part of a team, we could have airliners blowing up all over the place. 
Remember that if it wasn’t for discovering Conway’s body, we wouldn’t be here right now. Speaking of 
which, am | correct in assuming that the proper security officials have been notified?” 

“Yes, you are, no more takeoffs until each airliner has been thoroughly inspected,” Agent Cuomo 
replied. “So what’s the second scenario?” 

“The second scenario is a detonator that has malfunctioned and failed to detonate. Maybe Kalib 
didn’t take into account the negative-sixty-degree temps at altitude and what effect that would have 
as the cold temps drained the battery’s power. C-4 is a stable explosive compound—you could smash 
it with a hammer and it wouldn’t blow up. You need to detonate a blasting cap inside the C-4, and only 
then will the C-4 detonate. A mini explosion to trigger the bigger one, so to speak. You could detonate 
a blasting cap with a nine-volt, which based on Kalib’s Walmart receipts is probably what he planned 
on doing. It is possible that if Kalib only used a single nine-volt or if he didn’t insulate it from the cold, 
the negative-sixty-degree temps at altitude would drain the battery’s power to the point where there 
was not enough energy left to detonate the blasting cap. No blasting cap detonation, no C-4 detona- 
tion.” 


“Which scenario do you feel is more likely?” asked Agent Cuomo. 

“Definitely the first. | can’t imagine that someone who has gone through this much effort would get 
tripped up by something as basic as not having enough battery power to detonate a blasting cap.” 

“| agree,” Agent Cuomo said. “So let’s base our plan of action on the first scenario.” He turned to 
the chief pilot. “Russ, what are your thoughts on having the airliner descend to eight thousand feet to 
minimize the explosive decompression? Just in case the bomb does go off.” 

“Hmm. Not sure that we can order the captain to do that. | mean, we can explain the situation to 
him, but as pilot in command it’s gonna be his call.” 

“Based on the winds aloft at eight thousand feet, do they have enough fuel to reach Hawaii if they 
descend?” Cuomo asked. 

“Just have them descend right now,” Andy butted in. “We’ve wasted enough time, and if we find 
out that they won’t have enough fuel we can have them climb,” Andy said. “Now.” 

Cuomo nodded to Captain Otto. “Get the ball rolling on the satellite phone call to the cockpit.” 

Otto took out his cell phone and dialed. “This is Captain Otto, Chief Pilot. | need you to connect me 
to the cockpit of Flight 2262, LAX-HNL. That’s affirm, it’s an emergency. Roger, call me back at this 
number when you reach them.” Otto hung up his cell phone. “Might take them a minute or two, but 
they’re on it.” 

“Good,” said Cuomo. “Do they have enough fuel?” 

Otto looked down at his calculations, which took up almost an entire page of his yellow pad, and 
shook his head with a sigh before he looked back up. “Just barely. Although this airliner is an older 
model, it was retrofitted with state-of-the-art fuel-efficient engines recently. With new engines, it’s 
likely that Captain Peterson loaded a little extra fuel just to make sure that they had proper reserves. 
I’m having the fuel manifest sent over to me and should have it shortly. 

“If they reduce engine settings to best endurance and everything goes one hundred percent their 
way, no change in predicted winds, perfect thrust settings, perfect course corrections, etc., then 
maybe. It’s hard to accurately calculate because we’re not sure how much fuel they’ve burned al- 
ready. Sloppy piloting burns more fuel then precise piloting. Having said that, | know Captain Peterson 
personally and have flown with him for decades. He’s as precise and professional as they come, so | 
based my numbers on the best-case scenario. Short answer: yes, but with no wiggle room.” 

“Anyone else have anything to offer?” 

The lawyer started to get out of his seat, and Agent Cuomo held out his hand, stop-sign style, in 
front of the lawyer. “Excluding legal opinions?” 

“Yes,” Andy said. “It would make sense to remove the copilot from the cockpit and seat him in the 
back of the airliner. This way, if the bomb goes off and kills the captain, the copilot can reenter the 
cockpit and fly the airliner. Assuming, of course, that it’s still flyable.” 

The attorney threw down his pen and raised his hands into the air, exhaling deeply. “Jesus. Now 
you're asking a member of our flight crew to desert his position? I’m going on record as objecting to 
this nonsense. All of it.” 

Agent Cuomo ignored the outburst and turned to Andy. “Good thinking.” 

Captain Otto’s cell phone rang. 


19 


ix minutes before the event 


THE PHONE in the cockpit rang and both pilots looked at each other with quizzical expressions. It 
took Captain Roy a second to identify the unfamiliar sound of the seldom-heard ringer before he 
picked up the handset with a sigh. An inbound call from operations while in flight was rare, and proba- 
bly wouldn’t contain good news. 

“Peterson—Flight 2262.” 

“Captain Peterson, this is flight ops. We have an important call from Chief Pilot Otto. I’m patching 
you through now.” 

Roy dropped his eyebrows in confusion and looked at his copilot. 

“Roy, you there?” Otto came on the line, surprisingly clear for being so far away. 

“Hey, Otto, what’s up?” Roy was glad to hear his friend’s voice. He’d known Otto for over thirty 
years and considered him a good pilot. He and Elizabeth often went out to dinner with Otto and his 
third wife, Shannon, but why was he calling him in flight? Was something wrong at home? Was Eliza- 
beth okay? 

“I’ve got some bad news. One of our avionics technicians was brutally murdered last night while 
working in Hangar B at LAX. A coworker bashed him in the head with a wrench and then stuffed his 
body in a locker.” 

“My God, that’s awful.” 

“Yeah, but that’s not the worst of it. Our security cameras videotaped the killer attaching an ELT 
box to the nose cone side of the forward pressure bulkhead of an airliner.” 

“An ELT? To the front bulkhead? That doesn’t make any sense.” Roy’s confusion was evident in 
the tone of his voice. 

“Affirmative, and based on what we’ve seen on the security video and the evidence that the FBI 
found at the killers apartment, we think that the ELT contains a bomb.” 

“Jesus, Otto.” Roy swallowed hard. He started to piece together what was going on and went right 
to what was gnawing at him. “Why are you’re telling me this?” 

“The ELT’s on your flight, Roy.” 

The cockpit went silent as Roy tried to digest what his friend had just told him. First came denial. 
This couldn’t be happening. Not with all the precautions that had been put in place after 9/11. Secu- 
rity was so tight that you couldn’t even bring a toothpick on board, yet some avionics clown had been 
able to strap a bomb to the airliner? 

It had to be a mistake. He felt like he was in one of those dreams where he couldn’t move or 
scream or do anything, and after what seemed like an eternal struggle, he’d wake up with a jolt, 
sweaty but relieved. 

Tom broke the silence by whispering across the cockpit. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 

Roy woke from his trance, ignored Tom, and continued his conversation with Otto. “Wait a second. 


Just to confirm, you think that there is a bomb attached to our forward pressure bulkhead?” 

Tom whipped his head around to Roy so fast that he hurt himself and grabbed at his neck. His 
eyes were so wide that he looked like a cartoon character. 

“Yes, afraid so. It’s right in front of your seat, just under the windshield.” 

Roy looked past his instruments to the bottom of the windshield. If Otto was correct, then the 
bomb was less than four feet from his face. Even though there was a bulkhead between him and the 
alleged bomb, he knew that it was designed to hold air pressure inside the airliner, not to stop a bomb 
blast. Shit. 

“Hey, Otto,” Roy said, “how sure are you that this isn’t a hoax? And who are the guys that think it’s 
a bomb?” 

“FBI, LAPD bomb squad, CIA, etc. All the explosives and investigative experts are here, Roy, and 
I’m sorry to say that they’re sure this is real. | can’t imagine how hard it must be for you to get your 
head around this, but you have to. And right now.” 

Roy wiped the sweat from his forehead, and replied, “Christ, that’s a heavy lineup of experts.” He 
looked at his copilot, shook his head, and asked the big question: “What are my options?” 

“This may sound crazy at first, but you need to do two things. Now. Kick your copilot out of the 
cockpit and have him sit in the rear of the aircraft, as far away from the cockpit as possible. Leave the 
cockpit door unlocked. This way, if the bomb does detonate, he won't be injured and he'll be able to 
reenter the cockpit and fly the aircraft.” 

“And?” Roy asked. 

“Descend to eight thousand feet to avoid an explosive decompression and hypoxia if the bomb 
goes off. Some among us believe that the bomb maker screwed up and even though you’re carrying a 
live bomb in your nose, you'll be fine,” Otto said, then paused. “I’m sorry to say that | don’t buy that.” 

Roy thought for a moment and sighed. “Okay, sounds like that might be our best option. Hold on 
while | pass the phone to Tom. You need to tell him this yourself so that he doesn’t think that I’ve 
gone off the deep end.” He handed Tom the phone. 

While Otto filled Tom in on the situation, Roy tried to work it out in his mind but had little success. 
Images of his wife Elizabeth crying all alone at night in her bed kept popping up in his head, and he 
felt sad, more for her than himself. Seeing her alone and scared horrified him, and that turned his 
focus on like flipping a switch. He was determined not to let that happen to her. 

After a series of “yes sir,” “roger,” and a final “thanks, sir,” Tom hung up the phone and looked at 
his captain. “Holy shit, Roy,” he said somberly. 

“Let’s get to work. Calculate the following: fuel remaining and how much fuel we need to get to 
HNL at eight thousand feet cruise with the latest winds aloft forecast.” Roy, now in professional mode, 
barked out orders. “Run the numbers twice and let’s see if we can make it. Then egress the cockpit 
and find a seat in the rear galley. Don’t stop to talk with anyone until you’re buckled in, and don’t 
move unless | Summon you. When the crew asks what’s going on, tell them exactly what you know, 
but don’t let the passengers hear you. Now get me those fuel numbers.” 

“Roger,” Tom whipped out his iPad and started his computations. “lIl have them for you in a 
minute.” 
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hree minutes before the event 


“My Back IS STARTING to tighten up again. | need to stand and walk around,” Cheryl said as she 
undid her seat belt and stood up. “Promise me you won’t miss me too much.” She leaned over, put 
her arms around Jack’s neck and kissed him on the cheek. 

“Hurry back.” Jack turned in his seat and watched her blond ponytail sway in sync with each step 
as she glided down the aisle. Even in the low light of the cabin, he could see heads turn as she 
passed by the passengers. Most of the admirers were men, but there were plenty of women who 
looked up, the glow from their reading lamps casting enough of a light to enjoy the attractive eye 
candy walking by them, even if it was wrapped in a loose pair of jeans and a simple button-up blouse 
with hardly any makeup. Some people had a sexy aura, a magnetism that drew glances to them. 
Cheryl had that. He sat back in his seat and closed his eyes. 

A few minutes later, Jack felt a touch on his shoulder. “Hey, handsome, is this seat taken? It’s writ- 
ten on the bathroom wall that for a good time | should come to row thirty-four. I’m ready for a good 
time. Think you can handle me?” Cheryl bent over, her cleavage inches from his face. “Well? Do you 
wanna get lucky?” 

Jack laughed and motioned her into her seat. “Sit down. You’re causing a scene.” 

She smiled and stood in front of him, leaning her back against the seat in front of them. “I need to 
stretch my back.” 

The explosion lit up the night sky in an orange fireball that was so bright that Jack’s first reaction, 
which only lasted a split second before giving way to stark terror, was to shield his eyes from the blind- 
ing light. The force of the detonation seemed to stop the plane in mid-flight, causing it to decelerate so 
fast that it flexed in the middle, heaved upwards, and made a terrible groaning sound, like an old 
wooden ship suspended between two waves in a storm. 

Jack slammed against his loosely fastened seat belt so hard that he smacked his head into the 
seat back in front of him, his shoulder digging into Cheryl’s thighs, his breath forced from his lungs; 
when he recovered, he watched unsecured passengers fly through the cabin, slam against the walls, 
people, and seat backs, and crash to the floor in twisted, dead heaps. 

The only thing that saved Cheryl was that she had been braced against the seat back in front of 
her when the explosion had occurred and Jack’s shoulder had pinned her to it. By sheer luck, she 
wasn’t impaled by any of the people who flew over the seats and impacted the front cabin wall like 
bugs smashing into a speeding windshield on a muggy Florida evening. 

The outflow of air through the cockpit windshield pulled all loose articles toward the front of the 
airliner. Magazines, napkins, drink cups, headphones, articles of clothing, all whipping through the air 
and coming to a stop when they hit the cockpit wall. 

The aircraft creaked and a small tear formed in the fuselage ceiling over the wings. In a split sec- 
ond, the high-pressure cabin air found another way out into the low-pressure atmosphere. The power- 


ful force of the outpouring air caused the small tear to widen into a rectangular hole a foot wide. The 
built-up cabin pressure had found a quick release, and everything in the aircraft was sucked out of the 
hole at wind speeds of over seven hundred miles per hour. 

Jack stood up to grab Cheryl, his loosely fastened seat belt only letting him stand halfway. “Are you 
okay?” 

She tried to answer, but before she could, she was yanked out of his arms, whipped into the air, 
and sent flying headfirst into the hole in the cabin ceiling. Her pretty blond head, ponytail first, disap- 
peared through the hole. Her shoulders were too wide to fit through the hole and she hung suspended 
for a split second, her lifeless body corked into the hole and causing a sudden stoppage of the outflow 
of air that resulted in what is known as the fluid hammer effect—the fast-moving air exiting the cabin, 
with nowhere else to go, slammed into the area around the plugged hole with such explosive force 
that it blew a section of the roof right off the airliner. 

The section extended from one side of the airliner to the other, floor to floor, about ten rows in 
depth. Gone. Nothing but clear night sky filling the void. The entire row of seats in front of Jack, each 
one filled with a belted-in passenger, tore free from its attachments and sailed out of the airliner. They 
tumbled end over end into the night, their eyes clamped shut and their mouths wide open in screams 
that nobody heard. 

The temperature inside the airliner plummeted in a split second, and everything frosted over. Win- 
dows, seats, even passengers found themselves frostbitten by the sudden drop of air temperature 
from the cabin’s balmy seventy degrees to minus sixty-two degrees. Jack was so cold that he couldn’t 
breathe. He looked up for his oxygen mask, only to see nothing but stars. 

The fluid on his eyes froze and he slammed them shut and covered them with his hands. He felt 
the crunchiness of the tiny layers of ice breaking up as his eyelids scraped closed and squeezed tight, 
a natural reaction that made the pain so intense it felt like someone had poured ground-up razor 
blades in his eyes. 

He hung on for a few seconds more, laboring with every shallow wheeze through his half-frozen 
lungs, and everything went black. 
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ithin seconds of the explosion, the airliner’s computerized flight management 

system detected the rapid loss of cabin air pressure and took over the flight controls. 

Aviation engineers had programmed the FMS to reduce power to the engines and de- 

scend the airliner to an altitude of eight thousand feet in case the pilots were unable to get their oxy- 

gen masks on before they passed out from the lack of oxygen at altitude. As the airliner descended 

and the unconscious pilots breathed in the heavier, more oxygen-rich air at lower altitudes, they would 
begin to regain consciousness, none the worse for wear from their brief nap. 

If the pilots had managed to overcome the shock of the violent decompression and get their oxy- 
gen masks on before they passed out, they could always take back the controls of the airliner by grab- 
bing the yoke and taking appropriate action. They would descend anyway, since there would always be 
passengers who didn’t pay attention to the safety briefing and had no clue what to do with the little 
yellow plastic cup with the funny-looking rubber band that fell from the sky and hit them in the head. 
Pilot fans of Darwin’s theory regarding survival of the fittest might think it nice to thin the herd, but 
that would be poor PR for their company and bad for future employment, so it was unlikely to happen. 

The deafening explosion was followed by a second, less loud bang that ended with the terrifying 
sound of aluminum tearing as a portion of the roof separated from the cabin. Anything that wasn’t fas- 
tened down, and some things that were, including people, were hurled about the cabin in a violent 
frenzy. A handful of unlucky ones followed Cheryl’s lead and found themselves tumbling down to the 
Pacific, the only sound they heard through ruptured eardrums being their own screams and the roar of 
air as they reached terminal velocity. In three minutes, their agony would be over forever. 

In less than a second, the cabin’s room-temperature air poured into the atmosphere in an explo- 
sive release and was replaced by the subzero air found at high altitudes. The cabin filled with mist, 
and in the cold temperature, everything inside the airliner froze over. Eyeballs, nose hair, lungs. No 
surface, human or otherwise, was spared the brutal onslaught of the negative-sixty-two-degree air. 

All the lights in the cabin, except for the emergency ones, were out, creating a creepy moonlit at- 
mosphere that would have been at home on the set of a horror movie. Most of the overhead compart- 
ments had blown open during the decompression, and suitcases tore their way through the cabin be- 
fore exiting through the roof or bursting open and leaving a trail of clothes scattered throughout the 
cabin that made a college dorm room look like a sterile surgical suite. 

In the back of the cabin, the explosion wrenched Kevin out of his dream of Margie. For the split 
second that he was half-awake, his brain struggled to wrap itself around the situation. 

His heart pounded and his hearing shut down from his adrenaline rush. His oxygen mask popped 
down, the air currents inside the darkened cabin blowing it around in circles in front of his face. He 
went to grab it, missed, then caught it on the second try and fastened it to his face. He took a few 
deep breaths and turned to look at his seat neighbor. 

The kid had his hands clamped over his ears to fight off the deafening roar of the engines. His face 
was frozen in fear, his white face drained of so much blood that he looked like Dracula had just 
hosted Thanksgiving dinner with him as the main course. Kevin grabbed the kid’s oxygen mask and 
fastened it around his head. He shook the kid’s shoulder to get his attention and screamed at him 


through his mask. 

“Just breathe!” 

The kid looked up at him, frozen tears on his cheeks, but couldn’t speak through his chattering 
teeth. He shut his glazed-over eyes and leaned forward and hugged his legs. 

Kevin heard the engines spool down to zero thrust and felt the airliner decelerate and pitch nose- 
down so hard that he was thrown against his seat belt. For the second time in as many seconds, he 
smashed his face against the seat in front of him, this time crushing his oxygen mask. Whoever had 
come up with the idea of “loosely fastening your seat belt while seated” was an idiot. He leaned back 
and tightened his, a vision of closing the barn door after the horse escaped popped into his head. Bet- 
ter late than never. 

He felt the air pressure building up in his ears and sinuses as the airliner lost altitude so fast that 
the airframe started to vibrate. The nasal passages behind his eyebrows developed such an intense 
pain that he had to clench his teeth to deal with it. He wriggled his hand under his mask and 
squeezed his nose between his fingers, then blew out hard to help clear the buildup of pressure. His 
ears popped and felt better, but the pain in his forehead only got worse. 

The rapid change in air pressure overrode his body’s ability to adjust, and he became incapaci- 
tated, unable to do anything but ride it out. He closed his eyes and focused on slow, steady breathing 
until the building ache behind his eyebrows leveled off, and started to dissipate. 

A hard-sided piece of carry-on luggage tore free from it’s moorings in the rear galley and shot 
through the air, smashing into the back of his head. It forced him forward so hard that he whacked his 
nose on his knees and lost his oxygen mask. He was stunned by the blow, and by the time he recov- 
ered and realized what had happened, tunnel vision, a sure sign of oxygen shortage to the brain, 
started to close in on him. 

He sat back up and tried to find his oxygen mask, but he couldn’t locate it. Had it been torn from 
the ceiling by the suitcase? He knew that without his oxygen mask, he would pass out in seconds, and 
if the airliner did not descend fast enough, he would be dead in minutes. 

He looked up through the tightening noose of his tunnel vision and spotted the blurry oxygen tube 
coming from the ceiling. He reached up to grab the tube, but missed it. His second attempt ended the 
same way. On his third try, his fingers connected with the clear tube, and he followed it to behind his 
back, where his mask was pinned. He leaned forward to free it, and passed out. 
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“H ey, you okay?” someone yelled at him, and Kevin felt a trembling hand pushing his knee. 


He opened his eyes, blinked a few times, and shut them tight to try and clear his blurry vi- 
sion. The noise of the engines was deafening, and he covered his ears. He opened his eyes and saw a 
shaky tattooed hand on his knee. He looked to his right and saw the bigmouth punk sitting across the 
aisle. His face was ashen white and sweat ran down it and onto his oxygen mask before dripping onto 
his lap. He had one hand covering his ear. He screamed at Kevin, his voice cracking with fright and 
muffled by the mask. 

“You okay, dude?” 

Kevin felt a large welt behind his ear, and it stung when he touched it. “I don’t know what hap- 
pened.” 

“That suitcase creamed you. You’re lucky I saw it knock your oxygen mask off.” 

Kevin nodded as it sank in that the street thug he’d wanted to knee in the face earlier in the flight, 
the guy he couldn’t stand, had just saved his life. A wave of guilt blanketed him and he stuck his hand 
out. “Thanks, man.” 

“Sure.” He looked down at Kevin’s hand. He held his hand out and closed it into a fist. Always the 
fast learner, Kevin realized his old man faux pas and fist-bumped him. 

The engines were spooled down to idle but they were still loud, and he could tell that they were 
both damaged. One of the engines wheezed and surged intermittently, making noises he had never 
heard before, not even in training videos. Every few minutes, a loud noise would thunder from one of 
them and the passengers would scream in unison. After a few seconds, their screams would stop, 
their tremors would die down, and they returned to their prayers and reflections. 

The air warmed up as they continued their descent and the temperature inside the airliner turned 
warm. The cold air at altitude plus the adrenaline rush had held the putrid smell of carnage at bay, but 
now the stench hit him so strong that he had to swallow back the bile that crept up in his throat. The 
first odor to hit him was vomit. He hadn’t smelled anything this bad since his college frat days. The 
odor was so strong that he studied himself in the moonlight to make sure he hadn’t thrown up on him- 
self. He hadn't. 

Then the smell of death hit him. The dead person, bowels now emptied, had to be sitting close to 
him; otherwise, the whirling winds inside the cabin would have blown the smell away before it reached 
him. Kevin looked at the kid sitting to his left. Crying and shaking like a leaf, but still alive. He looked 
past the kid to the middle-aged businessman who was trembling in the window seat. The overweight 
fortyish man clutched his Armani leather briefcase to his chest, his eyes closed behind broken glasses 
as he silently mouthed something. Still alive. Kevin wasn’t sure what he would have done anyway if he 
wasn’t. 

Mixed in with the cocktail of carnage were strong whiffs of jet fuel, more commonly known as Jet A, 
the Holy Grail of aviation scents. A pilot’s addiction to the smell of the intoxicating jet fuel had been 
woven into his DNA at birth, and like the scent of a sexy woman or a good bourbon, it could never be 
resisted. 

That was fine when the airliner was on the ground, its tanks being topped off by some ham-fisted 


fuel boy who let some of it leak onto the ground, but smelling Jet A while in flight meant a fuel leak. 
Fuel leaks were bad. Fuel leaks in flight were disastrous. Engines with fuel leaks tended to explode. 
Great. 

Kevin shook his head to fight off the negativity and clear his mind. He felt the airliner start to level 
off and the pressure in his ears and sinuses began to equalize. The engines spooled up to what he 
guessed was low cruise power, and the right engine whined like a sick elephant. /t won’t be long be- 
fore we lose that one. Could this thing even stay airborne with just one engine? 

He blocked out the noise, and for the first time since the explosion, he felt lucid enough to make 
decisions. The airliner was flying straight and level in calm air, and the warm temperature meant that 
they had descended down to breathable air, so he took off his oxygen mask. He sat there for a 
minute, his mask in his hand, to make sure that it was okay to breathe without it. It was. 

He undid his seat belt and stood up in front of his seat to check out the airliner’s condition. With a 
death grip on the seat back in front of him in case they hit some turbulence, he looked around the 
darkened cabin of the crippled airliner. It was worse than he could have ever imagined. 
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orothy Henderson stood up from her desk, stretched her arms overhead with a deep 

yawn, and got ready to take her final break of her evening shift. She grabbed her purse 

and was about to head down to the company cafeteria for a coffee-and-jelly-donut energy 

boost when a message window popped up on her computer screen. It was a red alert from Jet Engine 

Systems Monitoring. In her sixteen years as a systems analyst in the Jet Engine division, she’d never 
received one single red alert. 

Her job duties as an engine analyst were to compile data from every single working jet engine her 
company had manufactured. Some of the data from the older jet engines was manually uploaded by 
the mechanics when they performed maintenance on them. The newer jet engines used satellites to 
ping data back to her company’s servers upon engine startup, and then every thirty minutes after that 
until the engine was shut down. Airspeed, location via GPS, fuel flow, inside air temperatures, outside 
air temperatures, humidity levels, altitude, thrust settings, and thrust output were just a few of the 
more than one hundred lines of data transmitted in every ping. The data was then compiled into 
monthly reports that the engineers studied to spot any trends in the engine’s overall health, identify 
what firmware upgrades were needed to that particular model, and improve the efficiency of future 
models. 

If any of the data was outside the prescribed spec limits, an alert was generated that highlighted 
the out-of-limit data in either yellow, orange, or—God help us—red. 

A yellow alert meant that the data needed to be monitored, and the engine’s ping rate was auto- 
matically increased from every thirty minutes to every ten minutes. These were considered minor devi- 
ations, most occurring because of the wide variety of atmospheric conditions experienced in flight. 
Most of the yellow conditions never progressed to orange; they either self-adjusted or, after a long 
enough period of time elapsed, became integrated into the normal range of specs for that model en- 
gine. Pilots did not receive a yellow alert in the cockpit. 

An alert was sent out to Dorothy’s servers and to the cockpit as soon as the orange threshold was 
passed. An orange alert meant that the airliner was grounded until maintenance was performed, the 
only exception being that a bare-bones flight crew could ferry the empty airliner to a maintenance fa- 
cility to have the work performed. Dorothy could count on one hand the number of times she’d had to 
arrange that. If the pilots received an orange alert before takeoff, they must abort the flight. If they re- 
ceived one in flight, they had the option to keep going or deviate to a closer airport. 

Red meant the engine was on the verge of an automatic shutdown or, worse yet, had already shut 
down. This could occur even in flight, if the engine was so severely compromised that a catastrophic 
failure such as fire or turbine blade separation was imminent and engine shutdown would be the best 
option. There was no way for the pilot to override auto engine shutdown. 

Dorothy froze, not ready to accept that the alert was real, yet unsure of what to do next. Her first 
thought was that it was a glitch in the alert system, some kind of sunburst-induced electrical anomaly 
that occurred once every hundred years. She sat back down at her desk, took a deep breath, and with 
shaky fingers, she grabbed her mouse and clicked on the alert. 

Her reflection in the computer screen showed a middle-aged woman, her eyes and mouth wide 


open, her eyeglasses glowing red with a sprinkling of orange and yellow as they reflected back the col- 
ors that highlighted the lines of data on her screen. This can’t be right. 

She shook her head, half in disbelief, half in shock, and felt a chill so strong that it made her 
shiver. She realized she was holding her breath, a bad habit of hers when she felt stressed, so she fo- 
cused on some deep-breathing exercises she’d learned in yoga class. She studied and trained for this 
kind of event every year at the company’s annual training, but experiencing it in real life was brain 
seizing. 

The engine, an Aspen 7700, was used mainly on twin-engine ETOPS flights. ETOPS was an FAA 
acronym for “extended twin operations.” The durability of the newer jet engines and years of data on 
their reliability coupled with intense lobbying by the airline industry had convinced the FAA to allow air- 
lines to fly twin engines, as opposed to three or four engines, over long stretches of open ocean. Sure, 
the airlines would save millions of dollars a year on fuel and maintenance cost, but that had had noth- 
ing to do with the FAA’s decision. 

This must be a mistake. Dorothy clicked on the link to the serial number in the alert, which took 
her to the online sign-in screen, where she attempted to log directly in to the engine. She would find 
out what was going on, right from the source. 

She typed in her username and password, and the little hourglass popped up and spun around 
and around as her login credentials flew through space to the satellite closest to the airliner; that 
satellite would make the final connection to the engine. Come on, come on. She tapped on her desk, 
waiting impatiently for the familiar welcome screen to appear after a successful engine login. It never 
did. 

She refreshed the login page to try again, and after several unsuccessful attempts, Dorothy picked 
up her phone and dialed her supervisor. 
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“H ello,” Rob answered. He was not used to being woken at this hour, and was still half- 


asleep. Better not be one of those robocalls. 

“It’s Dorothy. We have an emergency.” 

“What?” The word emergency had a five-sugar triple-espresso effect. He bolted upright and swung 
his feet out of bed, standing so fast that he had a mild dizzy spell that was quickly buried under the 
flow of adrenaline that surged through him. “Go on,” he said as he paced around his bedroom. 

“We have a red alert on an Aspen 7700.” 

“Is it legit? Have you logged in to the engine and checked the status?” 

“Yes. | mean, | tried to log in, but | couldn’t.” 

“Where is it?” 

“GPS data shows it over the Pacific, a little more than two-and-a-half hours into its flight from LA to 
Hawaii.” 

Over open ocean. Shit, this is not good. His free hand ran through his crew cut and massaged the 
back of his neck. “Damn it.” 

“What the—? Wait. This can’t be. No way,” said Dorothy. 

“What is it?” 

“| just received an alert from another Aspen 7700. This one’s orange. I’m clicking on it now. Then 
I'll log in to that engine and run a system check.” 

“That can’t be right. There must be something wrong with the alert system,” Rob said. The Aspen 
7700 series of engines were some of the most reliable turbine engines in the world. They’d flown hun- 
dreds of millions of miles and never had a single in-flight failure. Even their military version of the jet 
engine, flying out of some of the worst conditions imaginable, had a 99.9 percent success rate. 

According to the engineers, the odds of an in-flight engine failure from an Aspen 7700 were 
1,782,669 to 1. The odds of two serious engine events happening within half an hour of each other— 
off-the-charts infinity. Rob knew those numbers off the top of his head because they were the num- 
bers he’d used in his testimony before the FAA and Congress during their ETOPS certification hearings 
—the numbers that had gotten them the very first ETOPS certification ever issued by the FAA, which 
had increased their sales by twenty-eight percent and, more importantly, their stock price by one hun- 
dred and eighty-nine percent in the first year of ETOPS. 

“I can’t log in to this engine either,” Dorothy said. “Looks like the whole login system is having is- 
sues. Probably a satellite snafu.” 

Thank God. Relief from the false crisis swept through him, and the adrenaline dump, a common 
occurrence after a dramatic event had ended, hit him so hard that his legs started to shake and he 
had to sit down on his bed or risk losing his balance. 

“Okay, here’s what | need you to do,” Rob started, preparing to rapid-fire commands. “Forward the 
alerts to the IT team and tell them | want them to drop everything and address this right now. | want to 
know why they were issued, and why we can’t log in to the engines that the alerts came from. Is it a 
satellite issue? Make sure you cc me and lII follow up when I get there in about an hour. Which air- 
lines are involved? Never mind, doesn’t matter right now. Just notify them and have their operations 


call the pilots on those flights. They receive the same alerts we do, and they’re probably crapping in 
their pants right now. Just tell them we’re having issues with the alert system and that the engines are 
fine. No need to tell the airlines about two alerts, just tell them about the one that involves their air- 
liner. Call me on this number if anything changes before | get there. Got it?” Rob said, anxious to end 
the phone call so he could get dressed and leave for the office. 

There was no response from Dorothy. He looked at his cell phone to make sure that the call was 
still connected. It was. 

“Dorothy? You still there?” 

“Yes,” she responded in a low monotone voice, so soft that Donald could hardly hear her. 

“What’s wrong now?” He asked. 

“Oh God.” 

“What is it?” 

“Both engines are on the same airliner.” 
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bout twenty rows in front of Kevin, dead center over the wings, an entire section of the 

roof was missing. From one side of the fuselage, starting at the floor and extending all the 

way across the top to the other side, floor to floor for about ten rows, the roof was gone. 

He could have stepped out of the cabin and taken a midnight stroll onto the wing, except that the 
airstream would have swept him away. 

He knew what had happened as soon as he saw it. He remembered this same exact thing had 
happened to an airliner in the late seventies. They’d studied it in one of his pilot training classes, and 
he recalled that the airliner had landed safely, which gave him a little hope that they might be able to 
do the same. 

It was called the fluid hammer effect, and was first encountered in steam boilers in the 1920s. 
Those old steam boilers built up so much pressure that if one of them developed a small leak, the in- 
side air of the boiler rushed out at almost seven hundred miles per hour. If an object suddenly clogged 
the leak, maybe a small piece of dirt or rust that was picked up from the bottom of the tank by the 
swirling air, the abrupt stoppage of the escaping air would cause it to slam into the side of the boiler 
so hard that it would blow out a much larger portion. 

He looked in awe at the jagged shark tooth edges of the torn aluminum fuselage where the roof 
had been ripped away. Clothes, suitcases, and body parts had been impaled on them. Bundles of bro- 
ken cables and wires trailed outside the airliner and banged and clanked against the fuselage. 

The passengers were all seated, trying to recover from the wild air pressure swings from the sud- 
den altitude changes and wrap their heads around the fact that they were all on the verge of dying. 
Moans and cries weaved their way out between the surges of the engines. Every few minutes, the 
right engine delivered a loud mini explosion, which Kevin knew was a compressor stall that was 
caused by uneven airflow to the engine. It sounded like a car backfiring, and every time it boomed and 
vibrated through the fuselage, the passengers screamed and jumped in their seats. 

Each time the right engine backfired, it made the wing drop about ten degrees or so, and that was 
followed by a slow mechanical return to straight and level flight. Was the autopilot doing the flying? 
Why weren’t the pilots hand-flying the aircraft? Oh no, please don’t let the pilots be dead. 

For the first time in his life, Kevin felt real fear. Some of his early flying adventures had produced 
some surprises. His military flights, where completing the mission took precedence over prudent fly- 
ing, had generated their fair share of “oh shits” from his cockpit crew in times of stress. During bad 
weather, the instrument approaches below minimums had been pretty much standard procedure, es- 
pecially when he’d been chauffeuring a VIP to an important event. They had never been recorded that 
way in the logs, but they’d happened all the time. That was different, though. As pilot in command of 
those flights, he’d prepped himself madly on everything from weather to airport obstacles to memoriz- 
ing go-around procedures, holding patterns, and—if the shit hit the fan—the route to an alternate air- 
port. 

Everything had been memorized, his charts neatly organized as a backup in the correct sequence 
in which he’d need them as he progressed from one sequence to the next. But he’d never felt fear like 
this. He froze in mid-thought, unable to move or breathe. His back stiffened and his heart beat so loud 


in his ears that he couldn’t hear anything. The adrenaline kicked in again and his whole body shivered 
and trembled uncontrollably. 

The enormity of both pilots being dead behind the locked Kevlar-fortified cockpit door over- 
whelmed him. There was no way into the cockpit. They’d fly on autopilot until fuel exhaustion, then 
they’d crash into the middle of the Pacific Ocean. 

He sat down in his seat, his hands shaky as he fastened his seat belt, a task that took him four 
tries to complete. He closed his eyes and worked on getting past the chaos that had taken over the 
entire cabin, but with his heart racing in panic, he had a hard time concentrating. After a few minutes, 
he was able to fight back the fear and calm down enough to think. 

He reached into his pocket, took out his iPhone, and opened his favorite aviation app. ForeFlight 
was moving map software, complete with weather radar, that worked off of the GPS in the iPhone or 
iPad. He flew with ForeFlight every time in his little Cessna, and he had set it up to automatically 
record the flight path of every flight. 

GPS consisted of twenty-four overlapping satellites that covered the entire planet. No matter 
where a person was, and in any weather, a GPS receiver could triangulate their position with the preci- 
sion of a surgeon. The ForeFlight and iPad team were so accurate and reliable that they were ap- 
proved by the FAA as an electronic flight bag, which let airline pilots trade in those big boxy briefcases 
with forty pounds of paper charts for a single iPad. 

When the ForeFlight map opened on his phone, Kevin saw the blue airplane icon that represented 
their current position pop up in the center of the screen. He took a deep breath and zoomed out with 
his fingers to get a wider view and see how close they were to any land. 

It took him only a second to read their track and understand how bad the situation was. He shud- 
dered, closed his eyes, and dragged his hand through his hair. He stopped at the base of his neck to 
try to rub out the knot that had built up. He looked at his iPhone again, hoping he had misread it the 
first time, but he hadn't. 

The recorded track showed them cruising at thirty-four thousand feet up until the explosion, then 
making a fast descent down to eight thousand feet with a left ninety-degree turn. They’d flown straight 
and level until now, just like the engineers had designed the autopilot to do in a case of explosive de- 
compression. 

That should have given him hope, but the problem was that, after flying at eight thousand feet for 
fifteen or so minutes, the pilots should have awakened from their hypoxic nap, taken back the con- 
trols of the airliner, and steered them back on course. Since the airliner had not turned back on 
course to Hawaii, the autopilot was still flying the airliner. If the pilots didn’t manually take back the 
controls, they would continue flying in this direction until they ran out of fuel, somewhere in the middle 
of the sixty-three million square miles of the Pacific Ocean. 

They would end up ditching so far from the route in their FAA flight plan that any hope of being res- 
cued was lost. There was no way a Search party would look for them where they were headed, and the 
chances of being stumbled upon by some freighter while they floated in the middle of the Pacific 
Ocean made finding the needle in the haystack look like child’s play. 

Kevin made a rough calculation and figured they would run out of fuel in about four hours and 
miss Hawaii by about twelve hundred miles. Give or take. Then it was into the drink at two hundred 
knots. The odds of surviving that kind of impact were low. But what really chilled him was what would 
happen to the lucky passengers who managed to ride out the ditching. 

By the time they’d run out of fuel, they’d be near the equator, so the water temps would be warm. 
There was no cause for concern about hypothermia. They could last as long as they had the strength 
to hold on to their seat cushions. Couple of days, maybe? That wouldn’t be enough. The search effort 
to find them would be enormous, but they would never be found. The ELT that sent out the signal that 
rescuers could home in on to find them would be sitting under miles of ocean. The signal would be so 
weak that it would be useless unless the search party flew directly over them. 


And then there were the sharks. Kevin chuckled at the irony as he thought of Mary Lee, the 
celebrity great white shark. Mary Lee had been GPS-tagged off the East Coast of the US for a study on 
the great white shark’s migratory habits. Tens of thousands of people followed her journeys online as 
the thirty-five-hundred-pound shark glided up and down the coast and ate her way through the food 
chain. 

She had become a Twitter sensation, with over one hundred thousand followers. Folks were tweet- 
ing photos of an empty beach towel in Seaside, New Jersey, with the following text: “Going for a dip, 
hope you had lunch already.” 

Always a shark fan since he was a little kid, Kevin had become so enamored with them that he 
had gotten a great white tattooed on his right shoulder, something his wife had always ribbed him 
about. She liked most of his tattoos, but drew the line at the great white in an almost envious fashion. 

Die on impact? Drown? Or survive to get eaten by sharks? Kevin wondered if his fondness towards 
Mary Lee would give him any street cred or good karma with the sharks, great whites or not, that 
would eventually find the survivors of Flight 2262. He thought not. 
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our hours until fuel exhaustion 


“DAMN. THE INTERCOM’S NOT WORKING.” Carol Slammed the phone to the cockpit down and looked at 
Sal, one of the cabin crew members who worked near her section. She was violently trembling as her 
body tried to deal with the shock of the situation. “Try your station phone. See if you can get them to 
pick up.” 

“Already did,” Sal said. “Mine’s not working either. Do you think they’re dead?” 

“I don’t know. What’s going to happen to us?” she shouted. 

“Calm down,” Sal said. “Let me think. What about the code?” he asked, referring to the secret 
code the cabin crew could punch in to open the cockpit door. “Did you try that?” 

“Yeah, but there’s no power to the keypad. The explosion must’ve killed that too,” Carol said. “And 
| pounded on the door, but no response.” 

Sal put a hand on her shoulder to comfort her, and he felt her whole body shaking. “lIl try and 
make my way back to Beverly and see if she’s heard anything from them.” He gave her shoulder a re- 
assuring squeeze and leaned in close to her. “We’re gonna be fine.” 

She nodded and wiped her nose with a tissue. 

He gingerly made his way down the aisle, holding on to seat backs for balance, looking straight 
ahead and appearing as confident as he could. He put on a brave face for the passengers even 
though he had to breathe through his mouth to avoid the stink of puke. He shut out the muffled cries 
from the scared and the moans from the hurt, and repeated the mantra from their emergency training 
class in his head. Focus on the process, do not think of the outcome, focus on the process. It had 
been drilled into them every single day during initial cabin crew training, and during the recurrent 
training they received every year. Long, slow, deep breaths, slow. Everything slow and methodical. 
Focus on the process. Just find Beverly. Don’t panic. 

Sal found that the mantras were self-fulfilling, not because they offered any great pearls of wisdom 
on how to rise to the occasion during emergencies, but because they caused him to think of some- 
thing other than what was actually going on. That was all it took. So simple, but it worked. Back 
straight, head held high, a stoic and determined look on his face, he strode down the aisle above the 
fray of the scared passengers. He was on another level, tightly focused, noticing everything, yet quickly 
dismissing what wasn’t vital. 

He couldn’t do anything about the two-hundred-mile-per-hour wind noise that came from the cen- 
ter of the airliner. He couldn’t stop the loud roar of the engines and their thunderous backfiring, or the 
sporadic hissing that screamed out of the intercom system. But he could ignore them. They didn’t 
matter, and he reached a point where he didn’t even acknowledge them. They became background 
clutter, zipped up and archived away in the “these don’t mean shit” folder of his brain. He was still 
scared, but he was in the zone. 

He found Beverly and put his arm around her waist and hugged her. “Beverly, I’m here,” Sal said. 


He gestured over to the hole in the ceiling and the missing rows of seats. “How many do you think 
we've lost?” Sal asked. 

“| don’t know, | need a minute to get my composure back before | can take a head count. Sal, it 
was horrible!” 

“| know, | know. But the ones that are left are depending on us to get them through this.” 

“| don’t know if | can do that, Sal. I’m just so freaked out right now.” 

Sal’s eyes caught a reflection of light on the new pilot wings she wore on the lapel of her uniform 
shirt. Airline employees weren’t allowed to wear pins or other non-approved items, but nobody could 
deny Beverly her pilot wings. They all knew that one day she would run the show from inside the cock- 
pit instead of serving it, and they made no effort to hide the pride they felt as they witnessed one of 
their own excelling and reaching her goals. 

Sal smiled at her, reached out, and straightened her tilted wings. “Come on, Bev. You gotta pull it 
together for everyone here.” 

“I know | do, but | don’t know if | can.” She looked away, covered her eyes with her hands, and 
starting crying. 

“You can. Now let’s go see who we can help,” said Sal. He turned to walk back the way he had 
come. 

On his way up the aisle, he noticed something about a passenger that caught his attention. The 
guy was around thirty and was in his seat, looking straight ahead, his face devoid of fear, his hands 
clasped together on his lap. He looked like he was waiting for a bus. In the midst of all the panic, 
chaos and fear that overwhelmed everyone on board, he was too relaxed. Everyone else around him 
was crying or engaged in some form of reflection, but he just sat there with a comfortable look on his 
face. Sal thought he even saw a smirk. Was that how this guy dealt with the stress of the situation? 
Nobody could be that detached, or that cool under fire. He dismissed it and continued on to the front 
of the airliner to report to Carol. 

A couple of steps later, it dawned on him that he had seen this man earlier in the flight. He had 
been sitting near the rear of the airliner. Now he was sitting about twenty rows in front of the seat Sal 
had first seen him in. Hmm. 

Sure, folks changed seats on airliners all the time, usually asking a neighbor to switch seats so 
they could sit next to a loved one for the flight. But the young, dark-skinned man was sitting between 
two old, light-skinned people, and with his headset still on, he clearly had no interest in engaging them 
in conversation. 

Maybe his old seat was too close to the damaged part of the airliner? Someone had puked all over 
it? Sal convinced himself he was being paranoid and continued walking up the aisle. 

He was wrong. 
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hree hours and forty minutes until fuel exhaustion 


KEVIN LOOKED AT HIS WATCH. Seeing that almost twenty minutes had gone by since the airliner had 
leveled off from their descent, he decided to take action. He mentally went through all the things that 
were needed to achieve a safe outcome to this flight. 

The first order of business was to reach the pilots and see if they were okay. If they were, great. He 
was Sure they would have called the operations center on their satellite phone and alerted them to 
the situation, greatly increasing the odds of being rescued at sea. If they weren’t okay, Kevin would 
have to step in and take over the airliner. 

He unfastened his seat belt and stood up and looked around. All the passengers were crying in 
their seats, some bawling out loud, others with their heads in their hands. His pulse raced as he 
stepped out into the aisle and made his way forward to the cockpit. When he got close to the center 
portion of the airliner, where the walls and roof were missing, he felt the wind speed in the cabin pick 
up. This section was free of the vomit and death stench that suffocated the back of the cabin, but it 
was a lot noisier from being so close to the engines. He paused and held on to a seat back for added 
security while he assessed the situation. 

Some of the rows of seats in that part of the cabin were gone, having exited the airliner along with 
the roof, so there was nothing to hold on to. In their place were torn rugs and tentacles of shredded 
wires from the in-floor lighting and feeds to the headset jacks in the missing seats. He made a mental 
note to step high to avoid tripping over them. That was all he needed, to get his foot caught on some- 
thing as benign as a torn rug and fall out of the airliner. The remaining seats were all empty, their oc- 
cupants either relocating to another seat, or sinking to the bottom of the Pacific. 

Would it be okay to walk through that section with nothing to hold on to? Would he get sucked out 
of the airliner? 

Kevin looked around for something to toss into the center of the roofless space and see what 
havoc the winds wreaked on it, but his search was hampered by the darkness and he came up empty. 
He got an idea, looked at the seat back he was holding on to, and spotted the corner of a magazine 
poking out of its pocket. He grabbed it and tossed it into the section that had no roof. It fluttered in 
the air for a second, and plopped to the cabin floor. Its moonlit pages flapped in the breeze but didn’t 
go anywhere. Good sign. 

He looked straight ahead and entered the open area with measured steps, his arms outstretched 
like a high-wire act. The warm ocean breeze ruffled his shirt. He wanted to stand there for a second 
and breathe it in, but one bump of turbulence could send him flying, so he decided against that and 
kept moving. 

When Kevin reached an area that had seats to hold on to and a roof over it, he turned around and 
looked up. The night sky was amazing. The moonlight diminished the visibility of the stars, but the sky 
was so clear and free of pollution that he could see stars he’d never seen before. If this view was the 


norm for night flying over water, he just might rethink his route bidding and go from land only to over 
ocean. If he survived this one. 

He turned and made his way towards the front of the cabin. The engine noise diminished and the 
people noise intensified. Most of the passengers were crying softly, some sobbing outright—all of them 
shaking. There were husbands comforting wives, pictures of loved ones removed from wallets and 
purses, their owners caressing them with shaky fingertips. 

He recognized Beverly from earlier in the flight and approached her galley station to stop and offer 
his assistance. She looked like she’d aged ten years in the last thirty minutes. The low luminance lev- 
els of the emergency lighting made her look pale and gaunt. Her hair was strewn about her face and 
she had blood on her collar from a cut on her neck. A red bruise under her left eye was sure to 
blacken if she lived long enough. Something had spilled all over the front of her uniform shirt, making 
it cling to her skin. 

“Hi,” he said. “I’m an airline pilot, | can help.” 

Beverly stopped what she was doing and looked at him, her forehead wrinkled as her eyes met 
his. Then a deadpan expression came over her face. 

“FIL let you know if we need anything.” She turned her back to him and started crying. 

Kevin frowned. What the—? She must still be in shock, her mind overloaded with the events of the 
last few minutes. Some people processed data in emergencies faster than others. Some never did. 
Looked like Beverly was struggling with the enormity of the situation. She wouldn’t offer any value if 
she didn’t get her act together. He turned and continued forward. 

The first thing Kevin noticed when he got closer to the first-class section was the loud whistling 
noise coming from the front of the airliner. It sounded like someone blowing across an empty beer 
bottle except it was a thousand times louder. 

When he reached the galley that separated first class from coach, he saw that most of the seats 
were empty. He noticed a middle-aged flight attendant who gave the appearance of working hard, but 
he knew from her body language that it was just nervous activity. Like everyone else on board, she 
was scared shitless. 

He approached her with his ID card held out. “I’m Kevin, I’m an airline captain.” 

She looked at him with a small smile. “Carol.” 

“Have you heard from the cockpit crew?” 

“No, | banged on the door but no answer. I’m worried about them.” 

“I'll give it a try.” He turned and walked towards the cockpit. He saw a young man, whom he esti- 
mated to be about twenty-five or so, pacing in the aisle between the first row of seats and the cockpit 
door. His arms went from hips to side to crossed in front of his chest in a nervous energy pattern of 
never-ending movement. He had short, black hair and a thin mustache, and he wore khakis with a 
navy windbreaker. Kevin walked towards him. 

The young man looked up when Kevin approached, worry lines on his forehead. “That’s close 
enough,” he said to Kevin. He held out his badge and his hand was shaking. “Air marshal.” 

“I’m an airline pilot; I’m just going to see if the pilots need a hand with anything,” Kevin said. 

“I’ve declared a state of emergency and I’ve taken control of the entire cabin. Back up and egress 
the first-class section.” 

“What?” Kevin furrowed his brow in confusion. He noticed the beads of sweat on the young man’s 
upper lip and could see he was jittery and probably shouldn’t be pressed, but Kevin knew they were 
running out of time. “Maybe you didn’t hear me.” He reached into his pocket in slow motion. “Just get- 
ting my ID,” he said when he saw the air marshal reach for his gun. He took out his photo ID and held 
it out in front of him for the air marshal to see. “Airline pilot. | fly these planes for a living. We’re on the 
same side.” 

“Can anybody on board vouch for your identity?” 

Kevin thought for a moment and realized Captain Roy was the only member of the flight crew that 


knew him. 

“Uh, just the captain, Roy Peterson.” 

“Oh, that’s perfect,” the air marshal said. He shook his head and snorted a nervous laugh. “The 
only guy who can vouch for you is the guy you want to see. You take me for an idiot?” 

“I’ve got photo ID.” He raised his hand again. 

“That ID means nothing, could be a fake. You need to egress. Now.” 

“Fake? Jesus, dude. | just want to see if the pilots are okay.” 

“No. Now egress the first-class section.” The young air marshal put his back to the cockpit door 
and stroked his shiny new government-issued Glock 45 that was strapped to his waist, complete with 
polished holster. “Understand?” 

“Will you listen to me?” Kevin said, his open palms outstretched as if pleading. “The pilots might 
be in trouble and need our help.” 

“No.” A twitchy-fingered tap, tap, tap followed on his Glock. 

“Are you serious? Think for a second. A bomb went off in the front of the airliner. An explosive de- 
compression blew a section of the roof off, the plane dove to a lower altitude, just like the autopilot is 
programmed to do. We’ve had no communication from the pilots.” 

“We don’t know for sure that a bomb went off. Could have been some kind of structural failure.” 

“That lit up the whole sky orange?” Kevin tilted his head to the side and narrowed his eyes. “You're 
shittin’ me, right?” 

“lm sure the pilots are plenty busy in there and don’t have time for explanations,” he said, his fin- 
gers nervously tapping on the butt of his pistol. 

“They don’t have time to update the cabin crew? No time to answer the pounding on the cockpit 
door?” 

“I’m sure it’s loud in there with all that wind noise.” 

“Look, kid, you’re not thinking logically. The first thing that we do in an emergency, after flying the 
plane, is communicate with the crew. Let them know what’s going on.” 

“My name is Air Marshal George Dinapoli.” 

“Fine. George. I’ve been flying these planes for over twenty years. There’s a real good chance that 
the pilots are hurt, or even dead. We have to get into that cockpit and see if they need help.” 

“No. Now egress the first-class section before | cuff you.” He caressed the polished silver hand- 
cuffs attached to his belt with a sensuality most people reserved for lovers. Then he unsnapped them. 

Kevin turned and walked toward his seat. He was so furious at George that he could feel the veins 
in his neck pounding against his skin, ready to pop out like some cartoon character’s. That stupid bas- 
tard. The whole way back to his seat, steam was coming out of Kevin’s ears because of that dumbass. 
As if their situation wasn’t bad enough, they were stuck with some rookie yahoo who looked like he’d 
just graduated from air marshal school yesterday. Freakin’ idiot. He felt his anger get stronger as he 
made his way through the roofless section, not even slowing his pace. There was way too much riding 
on this to let some moron stop him. 

He sat down in his seat and pumped his brain for ideas on how to bend the air marshal to his will. 
If anyone was going to survive this flight, he had to get into that cockpit and steer them back on 
course. But how to convince him? He’d already shown him his ID. He’d already explained to him ex- 
actly what had happened, and what was going to happen next. Nothing worked. The kid was doing his 
job, but he needed to be persuaded to think outside the textbooks. 

This kind of thing never happened in commercial aviation post-9/11, so it wasn’t in the air mar- 
shal training manual, but there had to be a way to convince him. Otherwise, Kevin would have to take 
him out. He had a brief flashback to his combat training, the MMA and jiu-jitsu classes he’d taken, 
and his short one-fight stint in the UFC. Kevin had no doubt he could take the other man out fast, but 
could he do it fast enough? Before the air marshal could draw his fancy new Glock? 

He took out his iPhone and started ForeFlight. Reception of the GPS signal inside the aluminum- 


skinned airliner could be tricky, but with the missing section of aluminum roof, the iPhone connected 
to the GPS satellites right away. He looked down at the airliner track and his shoulders sagged. 

Dammit! They were still headed out into the middle of the Pacific. He needed to do something— 
right now. Soon they’d reach the point that, even if they did manage to turn back on course, they’d run 
out of fuel before they reached Hawaii. 

He pocketed his phone and took a few deep breaths to calm himself. He closed his eyes and visu- 
alized in his mind what his next steps would be. He would convince the air marshal to see things his 
way. 

Or take him out. 
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“T hank you,” Margie said to the room service waiter as she closed her door behind him. She 


took one of the glasses of wine from the food cart, disrobed, and stepped back into the warm 
embrace of her tub. Ahhhh. Hot baths and red wine were her favorite way to relax after a long day, and 
today was a long one. 

Her mind sped back and forth between the disappointment of her broken marriage and the excite- 
ment of what the future held with her new lover. Her twenty-three-year marriage to her college sweet- 
heart was over. She was saddened by the breakup of her family unit, but since she could no longer 
stand to be in the same room as her husband, Ted, she knew it had to be done. She took another 
drink of wine as she fought back her tears. The only saving grace of their union was a beautiful daugh- 
ter, now in her twenties and ready to leave the nest. She was surprisingly well adjusted to life despite 
being partially raised by a self-absorbed ass. 

She took another sip to help fight back the nausea she felt building up inside her whenever she 
thought about how many years she had wasted with Ted. At first she had done a good job of rationaliz- 
ing his aggressive personality to her friends, all of whom raised the question in various degrees of in- 
tensity. Whenever one of them asked her about it, she would tiptoe around it, downplay it, and as a 
last resort make excuses for it by turning it into a positive. “| know, he’s just so passionate about 
things, a strong alpha male, yada, yada, yada...” 

It was all bullshit. Her friends were right. Why hadn’t she heeded their warnings? Her relationship 
with Kevin, in contrast, was a positive one, and he reinforced that every time they were together. Not 
in his words, although Kevin never spoke ill of anyone, but in his actions. In the way he treated every- 
one. Respectful, courteous, kind, with no expectation of anything in return. Janitor to company CEO, 
didn’t matter. When your interaction with Kevin was complete, you felt like you’d just won Powerball. 
She craved for that feeling to be a part of het life. 

She downed the rest of her wine, stood up, and did a quick rinse-off in the shower. The wine’s 
sedative properties cruised through her bloodstream on their way toward numbing her brain and rein- 
forced in her that all was good in the world. 

She stepped out of the tub, grabbed one of the plush hotel towels, and wrapped her shoulder- 
length strawberry-blond hair up in it. She paused as she eyed her body in the mirror. Even at forty- 
three, she thought she could hold her own. She grabbed another towel and blot-dried her body, start- 
ing with her well-muscled shoulders, and moving down to her breasts. Despite pregnancy, they were 
still firm and perfectly symmetrical, with smooth white skin and large pink nipples. Her tight waist 
made her medium-sized breasts look even bigger. Her muscular thighs, and her best feature, her ass. 
Everybody loved Margie’s ass. In a snug pair of Levi's, the combination of her long legs and great ass 
got more views than the latest viral video on YouTube. 

Even with the stressful travel schedule of a career airline stewardess, she managed to work out 
every single day. Hitting the gym upon hotel check-in, no matter what time of day it was, had become 
a ritual early in her twenty-plus years with the airline. While her crewmates hurried down to the late- 
night bar area to indulge in stale chicken wings and flirt with each other over ice-cold beer, she was 
working out in the hotel’s fitness center. Lifting, pulling, running on the treadmill. And it showed. Not 


just in her physical appearance, but in her confidence and mental attitude. The increased blood flow 
to the brain brought on by a good workout, often referred to as a “runner’s high,” lasted for hours with 
her. 

Sometime she caught light-hearted flak from her crewmates, but when her friends, both male and 
female, had a beer or two head start and she walked down to the bar after her workout, she saw it. 
She saw the alcohol-fueled glances that were just a little too long, a little too frequent, the eyes just a 
little too hungry. She heard it too. She heard it in conversations that were awkwardly paused in mid- 
sentence as she walked by, their eyes on her butt. 

But not tonight. Tonight was for resting. Resting and getting ready for seven glorious days and 
nights of room service. And Kevin. 

She finished toweling off, put on her robe, and sat down at the room service cart to finish her 
salad. While eating, she read the latest Dani Ripper novel, enjoying the escapism of the young private 
detective as she solved another unsolvable crime in the way only Dani Ripper and her motley crew of 
cohorts could. 

She finished up her salad, brushed her teeth, and snuggled under the covers with her wine and 
iPhone. She scrolled through the last text exchanges with Kevin and read them over again with a 
smile. She increased the volume of the text notifications on her phone so that when he texted her on 
his arrival, she’d be awakened by it. She typed in one last XOXO text, sighed pleasantly, and hit send 
before falling asleep. 

Kevin would never read that text. 
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hree hours and twenty minutes until fuel exhaustion 


Kevin Got up from his seat and made the hellish walk to the front of the airliner. George was right 
where he’d left him, guarding the cockpit door. Kevin reached into his pocket and took out his airline 
photo ID and showed it to him again, hoping against hope that the inexperienced air marshal had 
come to his senses. 

“We really need to talk, George. I’m an airline pilot.” 

“Negative. | don’t care what that piece of plastic says. Now get out of here.” George dismissed his 
attempt to prove his identity, not even acknowledging the photo ID Kevin held out. His hand caressed 
his holstered Glock and he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. 

Kevin held his ID higher, trying to persuade George to examine it. “Look at it, it’s real. | know you’re 
trained to spot counterfeit IDs.” 

“With all that’s happening right now, | won’t take any chances,” he said. 

“Look, we need to make some decisions fast or we are all going to be spending this Hawaiian get- 
away ten thousand feet below sea level, do you read me?” 

“Back off, | am following procedures, and | will use deadly force if | have to.” 

Given the urgency, Kevin pressed on. George’s hand never left his Glock. 

Kevin took a deep breath and raised the intensity of the conversation. “We’re running out of time, 
and I’m starting to lose my patience with you, George.” 

“That sounds like a threat.” George’s voice cracked and his eyes bulged. “Are you threatening a 
federal officer?” 

“Don’t get your panties all wadded up. I’m here to help, remember?” 

“You can help yourself to not get tasered by leaving. Last warning. Egress first class. Now.” 

Kevin dismissed his command and ratcheted up the intensity. “Jesus, George. You’re not listening. 
We are all going to die here if we don’t take action now!” 

George threw open the other side of his windbreaker and reached down for his stun gun. Kevin’s 
plan of goading him had worked to perfection, and while George’s hands were unsnapping his stun 
gun, Kevin kicked him in the stomach. He hit him with so much force that it doubled him over and 
sent him reeling backwards. He slammed against the wall and hit the back of his head hard enough to 
break the plastic wall covering. He dropped the stun gun, and Kevin kicked it away. 

Kevin’s eyes were filled with rage, and he bore down on George, his fury having reached a boiling 
point over the stupidity of the young air marshal’s refusal to listen to him. He reached down and 
helped him back up, and slammed him back against the wall. 

Kevin screamed at him, his voice so strong and loud that it thundered through the cabin and over- 
powered the wind and engine noise. Everyone heard him. “Do | have your attention now? You listen to 
me, you stupid, fucking moron. The pilots need our help! Do you understand me?” Kevin shook him so 
hard that his head snapped back and forth like a rag doll. 


George looked at him, his eyes half-closed and lacking focus. He tried to speak; his lips moved but 
no sound came out. His eyes rolled upwards and he slumped to the floor. Blood dripped from his 
nose, ran down his chin, and spread out on his brand new shirt. 

Kevin shook his head in disgust and released the unconscious air marshal. 

“Jesus!” All of a sudden Kevin felt a numbing sensation expand outward from the base of his 
spine. The feeling spread so fast that his entire body locked up, and he was unable to move, every 
fiber of every muscle frozen. His mind was still working, thinking clearly and issuing commands, but 
his body couldn’t obey. In a few seconds, the sensation stopped and his body collapsed to the floor in 
slow motion. 

The last thing he remembered was Beverly running towards him and screaming, “No!” 

—S> 

“KEVIN... KEVIN... CAN YOU HEAR ME?” Carol asked. 

Kevin could hear her through the whistling wind, but her voice sounded tinny and far away even 
though she was sitting right next to him. He strained to answer but was unable. The motor signals his 
brain was sending to the rest of his body were getting hijacked and they never reached their destina- 
tion. He was stuck between half-asleep and reality. 

His head throbbed, ear to ear from the base of his skull to his eyebrows. His eyesight was blurry 
and his brain was fogged over. The scene around him looked familiar, but it took him a few seconds to 
understand that he was in the first-class section of an airliner. He couldn’t remember how he had got- 
ten there. He leaned over, put his head in his hands and rubbed the sides of his temples, hoping to al- 
leviate some of the pain. 

He blinked his eyes to try and clear up his eyesight, but it didn’t work. A cold sensation registered 
on the back of his neck, and he turned to see Carol sitting next to him holding an ice pack. “Jeez, | feel 
like crap. What happened?” 

“You were tasered by George’s supervisor.” 

The fog started to clear and his memory returned. His hearing picked up and he reacquired the in- 
termittent crackling of the intercom as it faded in and out over the blown-out speakers. 

“Following procedure,” a fat old man said. 

Kevin looked up to see someone he didn’t recognize, and when he realized that this obese older 
man had taken him out, he felt even worse. 

“We all saw his ID. What is wrong with you people?” Carol trailed off as she maneuvered the ice 
pack on Kevin’s neck. 

“That means nothing. We still don’t know who this guy is, and | witnessed him assaulting a federal 
officer,” the older man said as he took out his handcuffs and turned to Kevin. “Now put your hands 
behind your back, you are under arrest. You have the right—” 

“Wait,” Beverly interrupted and she stepped between them. “I can vouch for him. | know him, he’s 
an airline pilot, a senior captain with us.” 

The old man looked at her and frowned. “What? Why didn’t you speak up before?” 

Beverly paused and looked at Kevin with a worried look on her face. “I was mad.” 

“Im missing something here. What’s going on?” the old man asked. 

Beverly looked from the old man back to Kevin. His vision had cleared enough now that he could 
see the worried look on her face had been replaced with a flash of anger, her eyes filled with rage. The 
transformation was so fast it was scary. Kevin had seen kinder staredowns from his opponents in his 
cage-fighting career. 

She looked at him, her eyes boring right through him, and shook her head. Her face changed 
again, this time from hate to resignation, and then sadness as her eyes started to tear up. She low- 
ered her head and covered them with her hand. 

When she looked back up, her eyes were moist and red. Between sniffles, she replied in a low 


voice, “This bastard’s sleeping with my mother.” 


30 


hree hours until fuel exhaustion 


“Hoty crap,” said Carol. “It’s you?” Her face turned sour and she shook her head. “How could you? 
Sleeping with a married woman.” She lifted the ice pack and slammed it back down on his neck, mak- 
ing him wince. 

Then she turned her attention to the fat, old man. 

“Why did you tase him? Do you realize that if the pilots are dead, then you just hurt our best 
chance of survival?” 

“He’ll be fine—the Taser was on the lowest setting,” the old man replied. “Besides, | didn’t know he 
was an airline pilot until Beverly told us. If anyone’s to blame, it’s her. She’s the one who kept it a se- 
cret.” He spoke slowly between heavy breaths. He was struggling, his breaths deep and loud. Carol 
could hear him wheezing over the wind and engine noise, which was a bad sign. She became con- 
cerned that he might be ill, and she softened her tone to avoid saddling him with additional stress. 

“But he told George he was a pilot. | saw him show him his ID.” 

“In an emergency situation, we can’t believe anyone. Total shutdown, as per the regs.” 

He leaned against a seat back for support and wiped the sweat off his face with his sleeve. The 
sudden burst of energy it took him to push himself out of his seat, walk three steps, and tase Kevin 
had taken its toll on his endurance. Plus the fight-or-flignt environment they were all trying to endure 
was not helping. 

“I’m an air marshal instructor, and George is my training assignment on this flight. My responsibil- 
ity is to train him and observe his performance.” The fat, old man paused and sucked in another deep 
breath. “I saw he was in danger, so | acted accordingly.” 

He turned toward his seat, and Carol saw that his face was ashen white and he looked unsteady 
on his feet. He faced her, a bewildered look on his face as if he had forgotten where or who he was. 
He took one step toward her and reached out, and his eyes glazed over. He face-planted into the 
aisle, like a tall tree that had just been axed down, and landed with a sickening thud that made his 
rolls of fat quiver across his body as his face bounced off the floor. 

A pool of urine spread out from underneath his slacks, and the stench of bowel release became 
evident. 

“Oh God,” Carol said. She bent over, one hand clamping her nose tight while the other checked for 
a pulse, but even before she touched his clammy skin, she knew. “He’s dead,” she said to no one in 
particular. 
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wo hours and forty minutes until fuel exhaustion 


IN THE TEN minutes since Fat Old Man had dropped dead, Kevin had recovered from being tasered. 
He needed to collect his thoughts in private, so he made his way back to his seat. Beverly’s revelation 
had thrown him for a loop and his mind was in overdrive as he tried to sort everything out. Wow. Bev- 
erly is Margie’s daughter. He knew he’d had a sense of déja vu looking at her. Her wavy strawberry- 
blond hair, the same subtle mannerisms, similar tall and lean body structure, like facial features, and 
most baffling, her standoffish attitude towards him. It all made sense to him now. 

But how could she know that her mom and Kevin were lovers? Both of them understood that they 
needed to keep their adulterous relationship a secret, and they had taken steps to hide their relation- 
ship that the CIA would have been proud of. He had never told anyone. Had Margie confided in her 
daughter? Why was Beverly on this flight? Coincidence? No. He refused to believe that. Something 
else was going on, but there was no more time to try to figure it out. It would have to wait. He had 
work to do. 

The odds that the pilots were okay were so low that he just planned on them being dead. So he 
had to get into that cockpit. But then what? Even if they managed to break through the cockpit door, 
by the time they did, it would be too late to turn around and go to Hawaii. They’d never have enough 
fuel for that. 

Where else could they go? He knew enough about the planet to know there weren’t any airports in 
the middle of the Pacific. So then what? He needed to find land. An island. Not to land on—that was a 
fantasy, a pipe dream—but an island he could ditch the airliner next to. Close enough that the sur- 
vivors could wade to shore. That’s it! 

He sat down and took out his iPhone. When ForeFlight opened, he zoomed in and out until he 
found what he was looking for. 

Land. Washington’s Island. A small island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean that had an unex- 
pected virtue. Freshwater. 

Washington’s Island was probably the only island within a thousand miles that had a freshwater 
lake in the middle of it. Freshwater they could drink, clean wounds with, and wash their food with. All 
the little things that folks who have running water do numerous times a day without thinking about it. 

There was no way to tell if the island was inhabited. Probably not, but it didn’t matter. There were 
lots of trees, and hopefully some of them would be coconut. Freshwater, coconuts, and an abundance 
of fish. Barring illness or injury, they could stay alive on that island for years, a refreshing and depress- 
ing thought all rolled into one. Now they just needed to reach it, make a soft touchdown near the 
beach, and wade to shore. Holy crap, we might just make it. 

Kevin took a rough measurement in ForeFlight to see how far they were from Washington’s Island. 
Over a thousand miles. Wow, that’s far. He frowned and let out a sigh. So many bad things could hap- 
pen in over a thousand miles... 


Pushing the negativity out of his mind, he started his fuel calculations, and right off the bat he hit 
an obstruction. He was dealing with situations that the engineers had never envisioned. 

No radar dome, sick engines, a section of roof missing from the cabin, and who knew what other 
aerodynamic issues would make an accurate fuel calculation impossible. He would need to add in a 
hefty reserve to his calculations to make up for all the aerodynamic drag on the airliner. 

The biggest drag would be the front of the airliner. That was where the explosion had happened, 
and the radar dome that had added so much to the streamlining of the airliner must have been de- 
stroyed. Now the airliner was fighting itself, plowing through the air with a flat surface that acted like 
an air brake. But he had to start somewhere, so he added a twenty-five-percent reserve into his fuel 
calculations. Hopefully that would be enough. Including the ETOPS fuel reserve, he calculated that if 
everything went perfectly from here on out, they could reach Washington’s Island. Barely. 

Now that he had selected their final destination, he moved on to the actual landing procedure. 
They would be approaching Washington’s Island from the northeast, and since the long part of the is- 
land ran roughly east and west, he would steer the big airliner to a point about five miles east of the 
island. At that point, he would turn right and head toward the eastern tip of the island. He’d line up so 
that he would fly parallel to the northern shore of the island. If something went wrong and he overshot 
the northern shore, he would continue across the one-mile width of the island before turning right and 
landing along the southern shoreline. With an almost-full moon, he’d be able to spot the island from a 
short distance. Touching down in moonlight would be tricky, but there was nothing he could do about 
that, so he dismissed it. 

But he couldn’t dismiss the cloud cover situation. If there was cloud cover that blocked the moon- 
light when he reached Washington’s Island, he’d have to land blind, using ForeFlight as his only 
source of altitude information, and that sent a shiver down his spine. He mouthed a quick prayer to 
Apollo, the god of light, to keep the clouds at bay. 

Using ForeFlight he measured the length of Washington’s Island and it came in at a little over four 
miles long. His ditching aim point would be mid-island of the north side. That would give him plenty of 
room for error on touchdown, almost two miles either way. He didn’t care how badly damaged the air- 
liner was—with two miles of fluff he would make it happen. 

He had no choice, because if the airliner didn’t touch down near the sandy coastline, then most of 
the passengers who survived the ditching would drown. Sure, the water was warm, but the chances of 
any of his passengers being able to swim even one hundred yards in open ocean after a nighttime 
ditching were slim to none. Half of them would be so disoriented from the darkness that they wouldn’t 
even know which way to swim. The other half were so out of shape that they wouldn’t be able to swim 
that far. He made a mental note to have the cabin crew tell everyone that they would be landing only 
yards from the beach. This would give the passengers hope. 

He measured the width of the beach. Almost five hundred feet. Beautiful. Plenty of room to set up 
camp. He would aim for about thirty yards off shore. That should put them in about five feet of water. 
Deep enough to help cushion the impact against the sandy ocean floor, but not deep enough to create 
a drowning hazard. 

The unknown in his plan was the compromised structural integrity of the airliner. Even with the 
best-executed plan, would the existing damage cause the plane to break apart on impact? He visual- 
ized potential touchdown scenarios and how they would play out. 

Cylinder tubes like airline fuselages were incredibly strong, but with half the fuselage over the 
wings missing, his fear was that the airliner would snap in half on impact. Without its radar dome, the 
flat face of the airliner would act like a gigantic brake and would cause the front of the airliner to dig in 
like a lawn dart. The sudden stoppage would probably snap the fuselage in half. Then the first half 
would dig in some more and flip over on its back. The second half would sail right past the first before 
hitting the water for a second time. With nothing to stop the water from smashing into the open-ended 
fuselage, the cabin would fill up fast. 


Which half of the airliner would be safer for the passengers? The first half, where they might wind 
up being suspended upside down from their seat belts in four or five feet of water? Or the second half, 
where they would probably end up right side up, but be hit in the face with salty ocean water at over a 
hundred miles per hour? Should he shift everyone to one end of the airliner or the other? 

Can’t worry about that now. He had other things to figure out that were more pressing. 

He still had to get into the cockpit. 

“Can | talk to you for a second—in private?” Kevin frowned at the interruption, looked up, and eyed 
a scraggly man standing in the aisle next to him. His hand was on Kevin’s seat back, balancing him- 
self against the swaying of the big airliner’s uncoordinated flight. He was tall, with a two-day growth of 
gray stubble on his expressionless face, and sported a salt-and-pepper ponytail. 

“Sorry, I’m a little busy right now,” Kevin said. 

“| know that both of the pilots are dead.” The man paused for emphasis, then continued, “And | 
know how we can get into the cockpit.” 
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evin’s eyes widened and he gave the man his full attention. 
“I’m Kevin.” He held out his hand and stood up. “Let’s go to the galley.” 
“Jimmy.” His leathery grip was callused and strong, the sign of a working man. 

Jimmy wasted no time in getting to the point. “We both know that the pilots are dead and that our 
only chance of survival is to get into that cockpit. | was an aviation mechanic, and | worked on this 
model of airliner before | got terminated a few years ago,” he said. 

“Why’d you get fired?” Kevin asked him point-blank. Now wasn’t the time for niceties. 

“Surprise piss test after a long week of partying in Key West. | flunked. But that don’t freakin’ mat- 
ter.” 

Shocker. “How can we gain access to the cockpit? The door’s indestructible.” 

“Oh, there’s no way to get through that door. We have fuckin’ bin Laden to thank for that. Can’t 
bust through the walls on either side of the door either—that Kevlar is some tough shit. I’ve installed a 
few cockpit wall retrofits, and believe me, we’re not getting in that way. The only way into that cockpit 
is from below.” 

Kevin’s brow furrowed. “Huh?” 

“There’s a small metal box that hangs down from the underside of the cockpit floor and into an in- 
spection area under the cockpit. It’s just behind the left seat. Measures about twelve by twenty 
inches, and hangs down from the floor about eight inches. It has software connections for updates of 
items nonessential to flight. Things like the headrest TVs, audio jacks, Wi-Fi, intercom. Shit like that. 
We pry off the box from below and tear out all the wires. The floor plate above it is held in place with 
push-in grommets. We can push up on the floor plate from below and pop that bitch off.” 

Kevin had no idea that such a box existed, but it made sense. As a pilot, if he had no need to ever 
touch something in flight, like software update connections, he had no need to know about it. His 
training wouldn’t cover it, even if it did sit in the floor right behind his seat. His pulse quickened with 
excitement at what could possibly be the answer to their problem of getting into the cockpit. 

“And?” Kevin gestured with both hands for Jimmy to continue. 

“We can squeeze through the opening to get into the cockpit. It’ll be tight. I’m too fuckin’ fat to fit, 
but you might be able to get your skinny little ass through.” 

“How do we get to the box from below the cockpit floor?” asked Kevin. “And how do we pry it off?” 

“That’s easy. The avionics compartment is right below the first-class galley. We roll back the rug 
and open the floor panel that provides access. We climb down into the avionics compartment. On the 
forward wall of the avionics compartment, between two electronics racks, is a large access hatch that 
leads to an inspection area under the cockpit. We open the hatch and crawl inside the inspection 
area. The cockpit floor box will be right above us. The box is fastened to the cockpit floor with four spot 
welds. One in each corner. Not sure how to pry it off yet, but once we do, we’re home free.” 

“How long will this take?” 

“Probably less than an hour. Depends on what tools we can scrounge up to pry the box off with.” 

Jimmy paused and looked down. His tone changed from optimistic to unsure. “There is one thing, 
though, and it’s a deal killer.” 


“What’s that?” 

“There’s a fold-up jump seat in the cockpit, right behind the left seat. When the jump seat is down 
it rests on the floor. Right on top of the floor hatch that we need to push open from below. If there’s 
anyone in that jump seat, there’s no way to push the floor hatch open. Cockpit access is only possible 
if the jump seat is folded up.” 

Shit. That guy in the suit who had been standing in the cockpit, talking with Captain Roy, when 
he’d first boarded the plane. If that guy’s riding jump seat... 

“I'll go ask the cabin crew if there was a jump seat rider. You sit tight and get ready to do this.” 
Kevin turned and walked away at a brisk pace. 

“Kevin,” Jimmy called out after him. “You better say a prayer. That’s the only way we can get into 
the cockpit. If their answer is yes—we’re all fuckin’ dead.” 
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k everly, | need to speak with you,” Kevin said. 

B She was retrieving a first aid kit from one of the galley cabinets. “Not now—busy.” 

“It’s important.” Kevin reached out and grabbed her arm as she pushed past him. She smacked 
his hand away. 

“Leave me alone.” 

“Look, | know you’re not happy about me and your mom, | get that. But we need to work together 
to get out of this mess. Then we can work on the other one.” 

“Other one? There’s no working on that. Thanks to you, my parents are getting a divorce. How 
could you? How could you sleep with a married woman? You're nothing but a pig.” 

“It’s not something people plan. Sometimes things...they just happen.” 

“You mean you just let things happen, regardless of how you hurt other people. You’re a selfish 
bastard.” 

Kevin blocked her path as she turned to walk away. “Enough of this already. How many crew mem- 
bers are in the cockpit?” 

“What?” 

“How many people are in the cockpit?” 

“| don’t care. Now let go of me, you freakin’ perv.” 

“It’s important, Beverly.” His tone was more forceful now. “Were there any jump-seaters or not?” 

Beverly looked at him, tears welling up in her eyes. She shook her head. “What did my mom ever 
see in you?” 

He sighed and let Beverly push past him and walk down the aisle. Waste of time. He made his way 
to first class and saw Carol helping an injured passenger. 

“Carol, | need to talk with you.” Kevin grabbed her by the elbow and tugged her aside. “Excuse us 
for a second, please,” he said and guided Carol a few feet away from the ailing passenger. 

“Yes?” 

“Any jump-seaters in the cockpit?” 

She thought for a second. “Well, uhm, a little before takeoff, | brought Captain Roy his preflight 
coffee and there was a gentlemen in the cockpit with him. Some bigwig in a suit. He didn’t have any 
luggage and I’m not sure if he stayed. He could have left before we closed up.” 

“Anyone else besides the bigwig?” asked Kevin. 

“No.” 

“Who else was working up here with you?” 

“Sal. He just went to the center galley to get some Advil.” 

“Okay, thanks,” he said. He headed back into coach. 

“Kevin,” Carol said. 

“Yes?” He turned to her. 

“Margie is my friend,” she said. “She told me about what was going on. Without mentioning 
names, of course. At first | couldn’t believe she would have an affair, but | Know how unhappy she was 
in her marriage. No matter what happens here, | want you to know that she likes you.” 


“Thanks. Thanks for saying that,” Kevin said. He fought back the urge to run up to her and kiss 
her. “Of course—you do realize that when | see her, I’m telling her you spilled the beans and told me 
how much she adores me,” he said. He winked at her and rushed away. 

Kevin saw Sal making his way up the aisle towards him with a fistful of Advil packets. 

“Hey, Sal,” Kevin said. “Can we talk?” 

“Sure.” 

“Let’s walk back to the galley so we can have some privacy,” Kevin said. In the galley, Kevin closed 
the curtain. “Do you know if there are any jump-seaters in the cockpit?” he asked. 

“| don’t think so, but I’m not sure. There was one before we closed up, a good-looker in a suit, but | 
think he left. Why?” 

“It’s really important. No time to explain, but it’s really important. Now think hard,” said Kevin. 

Sal looked down for a moment and looked up at Kevin. “Sorry, Captain, I’m just not sure, just not 
sure.” Sal shook his head side to side. 

Damn! Can’t anything go right? 
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evin made his way to the back of the airliner. The roaring freight train noise that 
suffocated the open middle section of the airliner raised the hairs on the back of his neck. 
It got louder and louder with each step until he reached it. 

He must have walked through this area ten times already, but it still felt surreal, like a scene from 
a Twilight Zone episode. Even though he didn’t look, it was impossible to avoid the peripheral view of 
moonlit darkness on each side of the aisle. He could feel the air change as he made his way into the 
open ceiling of the airliner. Gusts of warm fresh air, coming and going every which way, cleared the 
smell of death from the center section of the airliner. He slowed for a few steps to relish the fresh air, 
and hustled back to get Jimmy. 

“We’ve got trouble,” Kevin said as he reached Jimmy. “Nobody knows if there are any jump- 
seaters in the cockpit.” 

“Should we just break in?” 

Kevin thought back to his conversation with Captain Roy in the airport’s pilot lounge a while ago. 
They had had a lively discussion on the pros and cons of firearm carry in the cockpit. Captain Roy had 
made good points for both sides of the argument, and Kevin had decided he would carry a weapon 
while on duty. 

But what had really stuck out in his mind was Captain Roy’s last words to end the conversation. 
They had seemed like they were coming from a different person. The warm, jovial eyes had turned 
cold. The passion and intensity in his face was something Kevin hadn’t seen since he’d been in the 
military. The transformation was flip-switch immediate, and downright scary. 

“| always carry. Always. It’s my job to keep my passengers safe. If anyone is stupid enough to try 
and get into my cockpit, I’m shooting them right in the forehead. Twice. | might even pump another 
into their chest. Then I'll toss their dead body into the aisle so everyone can see it. This is my cockpit, 
and nobody breaks into my cockpit and lives. Nobody.” 

Kevin’s mouth went dry. If the pilots were hurt but still alive, he Knew they would shoot first and 
ask questions later. 

“No. If those guys are alive, they'll freak out if they hear us trying to break in. They'll shoot us.” 

“But they’re not answering our freakin’ knocks. They must be dead. The flight crew can keep talk- 
ing about how busy the pilots must be and how loud it is in there, but you and | both know that they 
would at least answer or yell or something. Even tell us to shut the hell up and leave them alone.” 

“Is there any way we can see inside the cockpit? So that we know for sure? Maybe a small inspec- 
tion hole or something?” Kevin asked. 

Jimmy closed his eyes and tapped his fingers against his forehead. After a minute or so he started 
to shake his head no, then stopped. 

“Wait a minute. Fuck—yes. There is.” Jimmy stood up. “I got it.” He smacked his hands together 
like an excited little kid. “There’s an inspection port in the ceiling, just this side of the cockpit wall, in 
first class. It’s six inches around, just enough to squeeze an arm through. There’s another inspection 
port in the cockpit ceiling, about two feet away. We can bust through the plastic ceiling in the galley, 
pry off the inspection plate, reach through the ceiling, find the inspection port in the cockpit, and push 


the plate down and pop it off. It’s only held on with pushpin-type grommets. Holy crap, this will fuckin’ 
work.” 

Kevin’s eyes lit up and he cut him off. “And | can use a smartphone to get a video of the cockpit. 
We'll know exactly what’s going on.” 

“Wait.” Jimmy turned somber. “What about the rookie air marshal?” He gestured towards the front 
of the airliner. “Wouldn’t want him to ruin our plans.” 

“He’s not ruining anything. This is my aircraft now. He can help us or I'll knock his ass out and hog- 
tie him. Now let’s go.” 
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hey made their way up to the front of the airliner. Carol was sitting next to George in first 
class and consoling him with the ice pack on the back of his neck. He was rubbing his fore- 
head, and his eyes had that faraway look of someone who wasn’t all there. 

“I’m sorry about your supervisor,” Kevin said. “But we need to work together now.” 

George’s face wrinkled into a scowl and he stood up. He was still foggy and his reaction time was 
slow and uncoordinated. He took a step backwards to balance himself, put one hand on the cockpit 
wall, and went to draw his weapon. 

“No!” Carol screamed and jumped out of the way. 

Kevin landed a right hook square on George’s temple. The young air marshal never knew what had 
hit him, and the force of the blow slammed him against the cockpit wall and knocked him uncon- 
scious. Kevin let his body slump to the floor and saw that his head bounced off it. Dumb bastard. He 
dragged him over to a seat and buckled him in. Tight. 

He went through his pockets, took out his virgin handcuffs and slapped them on his wrists. He 
took the Glock, some spare clips, and a few cable tie handcuffs. He stuck the holstered weapon in his 
belt and the spare clips with the cable tie cuffs in his pockets. 

He walked over to the blanket-covered body of George’s supervisor and uncovered him. 

“Help me out here, Jimmy,” he said. The two of them struggled with the dead weight of the man to 
get his belt off. When they were done, he tossed the blanket back on top of him. 

The unconscious air marshal had leaned forward, his face resting on his knees. His arms hung to 
the floor. 

“Sit him up,” he said to Jimmy. Kevin stepped behind George’s seat and slipped Fat Old Man’s belt 
around his neck and fastened it around the back of the seat. 

He made sure the belt wasn’t choking him, and took a cable tie handcuff and looped one end 
through the belt under George’s chin and the other through his cuffed hands to prevent him from 
reaching and undoing his seat belt when he woke up. 

He made a mental note to have someone release him just before they impacted the water, then 
dismissed it. Bigger things to worry about. 
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wo hours and ten minutes until fuel exhaustion 


“Harper!” Jimmy said. “That’s some tough shit, you’ve got to hit it harder.” 

The two of them were in the first-class galley next to the wall that separated the cabin from the 
cockpit. Kevin slammed the butt of the Glock into the plastic ceiling again, right underneath where 
Jimmy thought the inspection hole was. 

“This is going to take forever. What’s above us, anything important? Electrical lines, hydraulics 
lines, cable TV?” asked Kevin. 

“No, just six inches of dead air, and the aircraft skin.” 

Kevin turned the Glock in his hand and pressed it against the ceiling. He screamed out, “Fire in 
the hole!” 

Carol came around the corner to see what the ruckus was, and when she saw him holding the pis- 
tol against the ceiling, her eyes grew to twice their size. He saw her hold her ears and he turned away 
from the gun. He caught a glimpse of Jimmy sticking his fingers in his ears and running to the back of 
the first-class section, bent over like he was trying to escape a war zone. Kevin covered the ear closest 
to the pistol and squeezed the trigger. 

BOOM! The massive explosion of the handgun inside the confined area of the airliner lit up the in- 
terior like a lightning strike, and sounded like a cannon blast. The passengers shrieked and jumped in 
their seats. A few of them threw their arms up and cursed at him. 

The bullet made a neat half-inch hole through the plastic and plowed through the aluminum air- 
craft skin and flew into space. The plastic surrounding the bullet hole was charred and weakened 
from the heat of the blast, and Kevin punched the butt of the Glock through it on the first try. He 
widened the hole, and spotted the six-inch round inspection port right where Jimmy had said it would 
be. 

“Fuckin’ A, right on target,” said Jimmy as he eyed the inspection port. 

Airline pilots were allowed to carry items through security that regular passengers couldn’t, and 
Kevin's favorite everyday carry item was his Swiss Army knife. He took it from his pocket, unfolded the 
flathead screwdriver, pried off the cover to the inspection port and let it fall to the floor. He closed the 
knife and put it back in his pocket. 

Kevin looked at Jimmy and nodded over to the other side of the galley. “Get me that food cart so | 
can kneel on it.” 

Jimmy retrieved the cart, wheeled it under the inspection hole, and locked its wheels. Kevin 
jumped on it, knelt down, and stuffed his right arm into the ceiling in the direction of the cockpit to 
find the inspection port on the cockpit side. 

“Can you feel it?” Jimmy asked. 

“Not yet.” 

“Keep going, it’s there.” 


Kevin closed his eyes and felt with his fingertips for the slight indent in the metal ceiling that would 
indicate the inspection port. Nothing. He was armpit deep into the ceiling and couldn’t go any further, 
when he finally felt it. “Got it.” 

“Good, now push down on it and it'll pop right off.” 

Kevin pushed down with his fingers, but with the awkward angle that his arm was through the ceil- 
ing, he had no leverage and couldn’t pop the inspection plate off. 

Jimmy saw him struggling with it. “Try hammer-fisting it.” 

Kevin raised and lowered his fist, but with only about six inches of clearance between the ceiling 
and the outer skin of the airliner, there wasn’t enough room to build up speed and get any kind of 
force behind his blow. 

“Use the flathead screwdriver and pry that fucker off.” 

Kevin grabbed his Swiss Army knife and put his arm back into the ceiling. He slid the flathead be- 
tween the ceiling and the inspection plate and twisted. The plate popped free. 

“Got it,” said Kevin. 

The opening of the inspection hole in the cockpit released an unexpected rush of air into the 
cabin, and the awful stench took them by surprise. 

“Oh God, that smell’s fuckin’ awful.” Jimmy held his nose and stepped backwards to escape the 
toxic odor. 

The smell of death from inside the cockpit was unmistakable, but Kevin refused to give up hope 
that one of the pilots could still be alive. He placed his mouth close to the inspection hole and yelled 
as loud as he could, “You guys all right in there?” 

No answer. 

“Roy, you guys okay?” 

Nothing. 

“Let me have your phone. | don’t want to video with mine. | need to save the battery, and if | drop it 
in the cockpit, we won’t have the ForeFlight moving map software to guide us anymore. Then we’re re- 
ally screwed.” 

“Sure.” Jimmy took out his phone and fumbled with it for a second. A white light came on to illumi- 
nate the scene. 

“Video’s recording,” Jimmy said. 

Kevin took the phone and reached up into the ceiling. He felt his way to the open inspection hole. 
He could feel the wind coming through the open hole, and he held the phone in a tight grip to make 
sure he didn’t drop it. He got closer and closer to the source of the wind, and when he reached the 
hole, he slid the camera end of the phone down into the cockpit. He held it there for a few seconds, 
tilted it, turned it a few degrees, held it there, tilted it, turned it again, and withdrew the phone and 
handed it to Jimmy. 

Jimmy took a deep breath and made a quick sign of the cross, then he hit play. 

After a few seconds of video showing the handoff of the phone to Kevin, and the insertion into the 
ceiling, the scene in the cockpit came alive in graphic detail. 

Jimmy gasped when he saw the first two seconds of cockpit video. 

“We’re fucked.” 
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wo hours until fuel exhaustion 


“THIS ISN’T GOING to be pretty, but everyone needs to see this so we all understand what we’re deal- 
ing with,” said Kevin. He had gathered members of the cabin crew around him in a circle in the first- 
class galley. Carol, Sal, and Beverly had their eyes glued to the screen. He hit play. 

The view of the cockpit was worse than he could have imagined, and despite his calm exterior, 
Kevin’s heart pounded in his chest. The harsh shadows from the light of the phone video created the 
feel of an eerie black-and-white movie. It reminded him of the World War II documentaries on death 
camps. 

His sacred work environment, the office with the greatest view in the world and the Holy Grail of 
every aspiring commercial pilot, had been turned into the site of a gory massacre. The overhead 
panel, which contained mostly switches, had been torn from its moorings, the wind causing it to 
bounce against the back of the cockpit wall. It was still attached by bundles of wires that were spark- 
ing. The sporadic shorting of the wires created sudden light bursts, causing a whiteout effect, which 
lasted a few seconds while the camera tried to catch up to the wild exposure fluctuations. Eventually 
the camera’s processor caught up to the changes in light, and the scene started to come back into 
view. 

The instrument panel in front of Captain Roy was filled with shattered gauges that blinked and 
needles that jumped all over the place and cycled on and off every few seconds, causing the same 
kind of exposure deviations as the sparking from the semi-attached overhead panel. Everything in the 
panel would blink, go dark for a second, and come back to life. Nothing in the instrument cluster could 
be considered reliable. It was a bad situation, the worst Kevin had ever heard of. 

The center console between the seats looked intact, but the warning lights were blinking yellow 
and red. He caught glimpses of the trim wheel on the side of the center console where it met the in- 
strument panel. It was rotating up and the down, which was the autopilot trying to keep up with the 
plane’s changes in altitude. To see an actual control surface component working was a good sign. 

The trim controlled the elevator and the elevator controlled the plane’s nose up and down pitch. 
To have the slightest chance of surviving impact with the Pacific, the airliner had to be going slow, and 
the nose had to be a few degrees above level. If either of these things didn’t happen, the airliner 
would cartwheel when they hit the water. A series of tumbling impacts would follow, and the struc- 
turally weak fuselage would break apart. 

If the autopilot shorted out, like many of the other electrical components had already done, they'd 
spiral down into the water. It would start slow. First a wing would drop, and then the airliner would 
start a slow turn in that direction. The raised wing would be forced to go through the air faster than 
the lowered wing, which would give it more lift. That would raise it even more, which would make it go 
faster. The g-forces would increase with each rotation. Three rotations and the big airliner would flip 
over on its back. With any luck, all the passengers would pass out from excessive g-forces before they 


hit the water. Kevin tried to swallow, but couldn’t. 

Copilot Tom was slumped against his loose shoulder harness. His head hung down and bobbed 
side to side with the motion of the airliner. His arms hung dead at his sides and swayed back and 
forth. The instrument panel in front of him, although sparser than Roy’s, was in much better shape. 
There might even be some reliable instruments. Kevin couldn't tell by the video if Tom was alive or 
dead, but it didn’t look good. 

The windshield in front of Roy’s seat was missing a big section of its glass. The solid triple-pane 
windshield had been blown apart by the blast and the explosive decompression that had followed. 
Only small, jagged pieces were visible along the aluminum window frame. Now he knew what was 
causing the whistling wind noise. 

Most of the pieces of the two-inch-thick windshield had wound up slicing through Roy and embed- 
ding themselves in the back cockpit wall. They stuck in the Kevlar like little darts in a macabre dart- 
board. 

Chunks of skin, hair, and uniform hung from the razor-sharp pieces. Roy’s head had been severed, 
and his headless body sat upright in his seat. The wind whipped over his neck and created a vacuum, 
sucking out long, thin strands of body components. Arteries, veins, and shreds of muscle fiber twisted 
and turned in the breeze like a family of baby squids trying to escape from him. His white uniform shirt 
was now deep red all the way down to his belt. His firearm was still holstered and it had a slick coating 
of blood on it. 

Roy’s head had found its way into the corner of the cockpit, where the wind turned and rolled it 
like a lottery machine ball in the hopper for a Tuesday-night drawing. 

The jump seat was empty. 

Sal knelt down on all fours and vomited. Carol stood still and turned white. Beverly was still stand- 
ing, covering her mouth and repeating, “Oh my God, oh my God,” over and over. Faster and faster, as 
if she said it enough times within a certain time limit, the scene before her would magically right itself. 

Kevin paused a second and then kicked into gear. “Jimmy, start getting that carpet up so we can 
get access to the avionics compartment.” He tossed him his Swiss Army knife. 

“Roger,” Jimmy said, catching the knife in mid-air. “I just need to get Carol buckled in.” He helped 
her over to the first row and sat her down. He opened a bottle of water and held it to her lips. “Here. 
Take a Sip.” 

“Water? Don’t you have anything stronger than that?” 

Jimmy reached into his pocket and took out a mini Jack Daniels bottle. “Well, | have this, but | 
didn’t think that—” 

Carol took the bottle out of his hands and took a swig. “Okay. I’m fine.” She protected the bottle 
against her chest. 

“Beverly...Beverly!” Kevin shouted at her and grabbed her by the shoulders. Her eyes were glazed 
over and her whole body stiffened up when he grabbed her. She fought back violently and tried to run. 
Kevin slapped her in the face. 

“We need you. Now get your shit together!” he yelled. She stopped resisting, bent over, and puked 
all over Kevin’s legs. 

He backed up to escape and almost fell over Sal, who was still on his knees. He stepped in Sal’s 
puke and his foot slid out from under him. He caught himself on the galley countertop and straight- 
ened up. 

“Jesus Christ,” Kevin yelled. “Can we please stop with the puking?” 

“I’m done,” Sal said. He steadied himself against the corner and stood up. 

Beverly composed herself and leaned against the wall. “Sorry, I’m okay now,” she said, wiping her 
chin with her sleeve. “Not sure what happened, but | feel better now.” 

“Good. Stay with Carol,” Kevin said. “Once we get in that cockpit, I’m going to need your help flying 
the plane. It’s gonna be messy, but we'll just have to deal with it. You up for that?” 


“Yeah.” She straightened her back and smoothed out her uniform front, wiping the last of the puke 
off her chin with the back of her hand. 
“Oh crap,” she said. She bent over and heaved again. 
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ne hour and fifty minutes until fuel exhaustion 


“Now Let’s see what we fuckin’ got here,” Jimmy said. He was on his hands and knees and had 
pulled the carpet up. “Yep, there she is.” He pointed to the exposed floor panel that led to the avionics 
compartment. He popped open the Phillips-head screwdriver on Kevin’s Swiss Army knife and went to 
work removing the fasteners that held it in place. Within five minutes he had the floor panel removed. 

The avionics bay was illuminated with emergency lighting and it had much more light than the 
cabin, plenty for him to see the rungs on the ladder and climb down. The small room ran the width of 
the airliner and had racks on both sides of its one aisle. Like most spaces on an airliner, the aisle was 
tight, barely wide enough for two people to pass each other. The racks held all of the airliner’s flight 
computers. One main and four backups, plus a wide variety of avionics, backup batteries, and cooling 
units to keep the temperatures in line. 

The front wall of the compartment had a break in between the racks, and Jimmy spotted the two- 
foot-wide section of bare metal wall that held the access hatch to the inspection area under the cock- 
pit. He stepped off the ladder, took out the Swiss Army knife, and removed the fasteners that held the 
hatch in place. 

He removed the hatch, leaned it against the rack, and turned to Kevin and smiled. “There she is, 
right there.” He took out his phone, turned the flashlight on, and shined the light into the hole. 

Kevin looked in and saw a dark area the width of the airliner and about twelve feet deep. The ceil- 
ing in the inspection area was flat metal with small |-beams as support. The floor in the inspection 
area also had |I-beams, much thicker and heavier than the ones supporting the cockpit floor. They 
were placed every twenty-four inches and were riveted directly to the airliner skin. They ran front to 
back and sloped up towards the front, where they met at the forward pressure bulkhead. 

On the left side, a black metal box hung down. “That’s it,” Jimmy said. “That’s our way into the 
cockpit. Now | just need to pry her open and gut her, then we’ll shove your skinny little ass through the 
hole and get you flying this bitch.” 

Jimmy crawled in as far as he could go before the floor closed in on the ceiling and lay down on his 
back between two beams. Pushing with his feet, he slid himself up the rest of the way. When he 
reached the metal hanging box, he only had about twenty-four inches of space between the bottom of 
the box and the floor beams, so it was a tight fit to work in. He started prying the corner of the box 
down. CRACK. 

“Shit, | broke the fuckin’ Swiss Army knife,” Jimmy said. He threw the knife against the wall. “Now 
we’re fucked. The box is spot-welded on the corners and | can’t get this bitch off without breaking 
those welds,” Jimmy said. 

“Slide out, | need to think for a minute,” Jimmy said. Kevin grabbed his knife and backed out of 
the inspection area and into the avionics compartment. Jimmy followed him. 

“We’re so close,” Jimmy said. 


“There’s got to be a way to get that box off,” said Kevin. “We can’t come this far and fail.” 

“Know of any other tools on this plane that we can use?” Jimmy asked. “Otherwise we ain’t getting 
that bitch off. And that means that we ain’t getting in that fucking cockpit. And that means that we’re 
all fuckin’-—” 

“| get it, Jimmy, | fucking get it.” 

Jimmy pulled out another miniature bottle of Jack Daniels and unscrewed the cap. “Might as well 
drink up. Gonna be a short couple of hours...” 

Kevin unholstered the air marshal’s Glock and handed it to Jimmy. “This is all we’ve got. Make 
sure you use both hands and hold her tight against the weld. Try not to shoot out the autopilot and kill 
us all.” 

Jimmy’s eyes widened as he stared at the pistol. “Oh, | don’t know, Kevin, I’ve never shot a gun be- 
fore. You should probably do this.” He took another sip of whiskey and tossed the empty bottle into 
the corner. 

Kevin looked at him in disbelief. “We’re gonna die unless we get that box off. You know where the 
connection welds are. Get up there and blow them away.” 

“I’ve never shot a gun before,” he repeated. “You do it.” 

Kevin sighed. “Fine, l'II do it. But first | need to get something.” He raced up the ladder and trotted 
back to his seat. He grabbed his Bose headphones. Hopefully it would help muffle the gunfire blast. It 
might even save his hearing. 

He climbed back down to the avionics bay, switched on the noise-canceling feature of the head- 
phones, and placed them over his ears. Dead silence. He smiled and stepped through the access 
hatch. He sat down, leaned back until he was lying flat, and shimmied his way up to the metal box. He 
swiped his iPhone and turned on the flashlight to look for the spot welds in each corner of the box. He 
found them right away. Nice. 

He wrapped a rag around the Glock in hopes of dampening the noise that would be magnified by 
the echo chamber effect of a being in such a small area, and held the pistol on the first weld with both 
hands at a forty-five-degree angle to maximize impact area of the slug. He closed his eyes as tight as 
he could to protect them from the blinding flash, turned his head away, and pulled the trigger. 

BOOM! The gun kicked back so strongly that, even with two hands bracing it, it hit him in the head 
and sent his headphones flying. The blast reverberated through the airliner, so loud it made the pas- 
sengers scream. Kevin’s ears were throbbing. Through his closed eyelids, he was flash-blinded by the 
brightness and he grimaced in pain. After a few seconds, he regained his composure and used his 
flashlight to inspect his work. 

A nice round hole, right through the center of the weld, looked back at him, and despite his pain, 
he managed a smile. 

One down, three more to go. 

He retrieved his headphones and put them back on. He took a few deep breaths and he felt the 
sweat running down his back. He wiped his brow with his upper arm and lined the Glock up on the 
second weld spot. He took slow, deep breaths to calm his nerves, turned his head away, and with eyes 
shut, he squeezed the trigger. 

BOOM! He was ready for the extra kick this time and didn’t let the gun bounce off his head. The 
gunshot seemed louder and he felt the start of a headache coming on. He dropped the gun and slid 
his hands under his headset and held the side of his head, covering his ears, trying to stop the pain. It 
didn’t work. 

He started to feel nauseated and a wave of fog enveloped him. For a split second he couldn’t re- 
member where he was. Could he have a concussion from the blast of the pistol? Something wasn’t 
right, but he still had at least one more shot to go. Maybe when he blasted the third weld spot he’d 
have enough leverage to bend and break the fourth weld by hand, saving him from the abuse of a 
fourth blast. 


He fumbled with his iPhone to turn the flashlight on. After a couple of swipes with trembling fin- 
gers, he finally got it to turn on. He checked the placement of the second shot and saw it was perfect, 
dead center through the weld. 

Outside the entry to the inspection area, Jimmy sat on the floor with both hands covering his ears. 
“Jesus fuckin’ Christ, Kevin! Can you give me a heads-up when you’re gonna fire that cannon?” he 
yelled at him. 

Kevin ignored him. Jimmy scampered over to the far left side of the avionics compartment to try 
and escape the noise, but he was no better off. He took his hands off his ears long enough to take an- 
other mouthful of Jack from a freshly opened mini. 

Kevin started to have trouble focusing. His thoughts were scattered and fuzzy, and he was unable 
to shake the cobwebs. Something warm and misty hit him in the face, and before he realized what 
was happening, he had a mouthful of hydraulic fluid. He gagged and spat it out. Shit, must have hit a 
hydraulic fluid line in the cockpit. 

Aviation hydraulic fluid had a high flash point and was normally not a concern for fire or explosion. 
When firing a large-caliber weapon into the mist, though, all bets were off. But he had no choice. They 
either got into the cockpit, or they died, so he couldn’t worry about the possibility of causing an explo- 
sion on Flight 2262. 

He shifted his body as much as he could to the side, trying to stay away from the spraying mist, but 
it was everywhere and covered everything. 

He worked on refocusing on the task at hand. He was in a weird place, knowing he needed to do 
something, being unable to do it, and wondering why he was unable. He wished he had some of 
Jimmy’s Jack Daniels to rinse the rancid taste from his mouth. Margie was waiting for him in their 
hotel room. Had he remembered to lock the door when he’d left his apartment? 

His hands shook as he raised the Glock to the third weld spot. A feeling of déja vu popped into his 
head. He stopped for a second, and realized he had already shot out that weld. He found the correct 
weld, checking and double-checking to make sure he had the right one. He thought about the hy- 
draulic fluid and the risk of explosion. Then he pulled the trigger. 

BOOM! The bullet shattered the weld completely off. No explosion. 

The pain in his ears was so intense that as soon as he fired the weapon, he dropped it, knocked 
his headphones off, and grabbed at his head with both hands. He slid down and exited the inspection 
area into the avionics compartment. 

He moaned and fell to the floor, lying there for a few seconds, then dry-heaved and puked all over 
himself. The last thing he remembered before passing out in his own vomit was the awful taste of the 
hydraulic fluid-laced vomit coming out of his nose. 
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ne hour and forty-one minutes until fuel exhaustion 


JIMMY WALKED Over to Kevin to check on him. 

“You okay?” He reached down and touched his shoulder. 

No answer. 

He checked to make sure that he was breathing okay, that none of his puke had blocked his air- 
way. It was too loud to hear anything, but he studied his chest and could see it moving. He searched 
through his pockets and found the Swiss Army knife and stuck it in his pocket. He leaned Kevin on his 
side so he wouldn’t choke if he vomited again, and curled his knees towards his chest to make sure 
he wouldn’t flip himself flat on his back. 

He took out his smartphone flashlight and headed into the inspection area. He noticed the smell 
of hydraulic fluid right away. He must’ve shot through a hydraulic line. Lucky he didn’t blow us the 
fuck up. 

He made his way up to the box, first by kneeling and then by lying on his back between the beams 
and sliding upwards. He inspected each weld and saw that Kevin had placed good shots on three of 
them. Two of the three were shot clean through and the third still had a sliver of a weld that held up. 
The fourth was still fully welded. He laid the phone down next to his head, light shining up, and 
grabbed the metal box to break it free. It was slippery from all the hydraulic fluid, and he couldn’t get 
a good grip on it. 

He shifted position to get a better angle on the box and felt relief when he heard the loud snap of 
the weak weld as it broke free. With just one weld holding the box, it was easy to bend backwards, 
and he pushed it back as far as it would go. The box had hydraulic fluid in it, and before he could 
react, it spilled all over him. The flammable fluid drenched him, running down his arms, past his shoul- 
ders, down his back, and through his ass crack before dripping off of him. Shit. Sure hope the freakin’ 
wires don’t short out when I’m cutting them, or I'll be the one set on fire. 

He looked through the array of wires hanging in front of him, and took out the Swiss Army knife 
and cut through them. He took his time, making sure to ground the cutting tool up against the airliner 
frame to prevent sparks. 

Three minutes later, drenched in perspiration and hydraulic fluid, he finished cutting out the wires. 
He paused for a moment to look up at the outline of the floor hatch that led to the cockpit. He remem- 
bered it being bigger, and he sighed when he realized Kevin was never going to fit through the tiny 
opening. He needed to find a smaller person. 

The floor hatch was held in place by push-in grommets, one every two inches or so. He held the 
flat red side of the closed Swiss Army knife against the bottom tip of the first grommet and pushed up. 
It popped out right away, and within minutes he had all of them out. He held his breath, and with both 
hands he pushed against the floor hatch. It stuck for a second, sealed in place by all the dried blood, 
then gave way and popped off. 


“Anybody home?” he yelled into the cockpit. 

No answer. 

“Hello?” 

No answer. 

He had known as much from the smell of death that came through the opening, but he had to try 
anyway. He slid the floor hatch off to the side and looked up into the dark cockpit. He could hardly see 
anything, but he didn’t have to. They were almost there; he just needed to find a little person to 
squirm through that hole and open the cockpit door. 

He slid down the oily floor on his back and noticed the Glock lying by the opening to the avionics 
compartment. He shivered at the sight of it, and picked it up. He was impressed by the weight of it, 
and as much as he disliked guns, he might need it. He stuck it in his belt. 

Kevin was sitting up, leaning against the exterior wall of the airliner and he looked a lot better. He 
had taken his shirt off and was wiping his head and face, trying get rid of the oil that coated every 
pore. 

“Floor hatch is open,” Jimmy said. “I yelled up there, but no answer from the pilots.” 

“I’m going in,” Kevin said. 

“Don’t waste your time. You ain’t fitting though that hole. | need to find a skinnier bastard then 
you.” Jimmy made his way to the ladder. 

“Bring me back some water,” Kevin said. He took out his phone and turned the flashlight on. He 
crawled over to the inspection port and shined his light up to the floor hatch to check the size. “You’re 
right, no way I’m getting through that hole.” 
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immy climbed up the ladder and entered the first-class galley. The wind and engine 
noise were back, but less noticeable because they were drowned out by the ringing in his 
ears from the gunshots. He opened the galley cabinet and grabbed a handful of paper tow- 
els and two bottled waters. He spotted some Advil packets, opened four and gulped them 
down. Then he shoved a fistful into his pocket. 

He stepped out into the first-class section and saw Carol attending to George. She had freed him 
from his bindings and moved him to the last row in first class, on the other side of the airliner from his 
blanket-covered dead supervisor. He sat holding an ice pack on the side of his head. His face wore a 
grimace, and his glazed-over eyes were half-closed, staring straight ahead. He looked like he was 
about to cry. 

Jimmy walked over to her. “He gonna be okay?” 

“| think so. He’s a little overwhelmed.” 

“Yeah, well, he’s just a rookie,” Jimmy said. 

She stood up, eyeing him up and down, and her eyes widened. She held her nose. “Jeez, what 
happened to you? You stink.” 

“Just a little hydraulic fluid spill.” 

“You need to get out of those clothes.” She grabbed at his Parrothead T-shirt and went to lift it 
over his head. “These fumes are toxic.” 

He pushed her hand down and his hand lingered on hers for longer than needed. “I’m not worried 
about getting cancer right now.” 

“Never mind that—if you keep breathing these fumes in, you won’t be able to function.” She kept 
her hands under his, making no effort to remove them from his stomach. 

“Where’s Kevin?” 

“He’s down there.” Jimmy nodded to the hole in the floor and held out the paper towels and water 
bottles. 

“You better grab some soap from the lav and help him get cleaned up. Watch your step going 
down the ladder. | need to find a volunteer to climb through the access hole into the cockpit.” 

“Got it.” She smiled at him, then took the water bottles and paper towels, grabbed the soap dis- 
penser from the lav, and climbed down the ladder. 

Jimmy made his way down the aisle, scanning over each passenger for the perfect fit. He needed 
someone who was short, skinny, and not freaking out. Or at least not freaking out to the point that 
they wouldn’t be able to function. And young. The young had the advantage of being nimble, and con- 
torting themselves through that hole without getting stuck would require that. 

Not much had changed in the twenty or so minutes he’d been working in the avionics compart- 
ment. The lighting was still poor and the cabin was still windy and noisy. All the passengers were 
seated, and most had hunkered down in prayer, holding hands with their family members or complete 
strangers. Nobody wanted to die alone. 

He made his way towards the back of the airliner and still hadn’t found someone who fit the bill. 
Everyone was either too old, too fat, too tall, or too young. What if he didn’t find anyone? What if the 


airliner was filled with fat old people who weren’t even flexible enough to tie their own shoes without a 
struggle? Or what if, once he found someone, the kid refused to help? He brushed his hand against 
the Glock and dismissed that thought. They couldn’t come this far only to be thwarted by body type or 
attitude. He’d find somebody, and if they didn’t want to help, he’d force them. 

Then he spotted him in the last row. The kid sat in the middle seat, teary-eyed but not sobbing like 
most of the other youngsters. He could still function. Jimmy reached past the aisle seat and placed a 
hand on the boy’s shoulder. 

“Excuse me, we need your help in the front of the plane,” Jimmy said. He tried to sound authorita- 
tive. 

“He’s not going anywhere.” 

Jimmy looked down at the fellow sitting in the aisle seat. He grabbed the Glock and jammed it 
against the guy’s head. “I didn’t ask you. You say one more word, and lII blow your brains all over 
everyone within ten feet.” He looked him right in the eye and saw that the guy had turned away and 
was staring at the seat back in front of him. “Look at me, motherfucker. Don’t say anything, just look 
at me,” Jimmy said. 

In slow motion, the guy turned his eyes up to Jimmy, who held his finger up to his lips. “Nod yes or 
no. Do you understand that if you say one more word I’m going to blow your fucking head off?” 

The guy nodded his head forward and backward. 

“Good.” He looked at the kid. “Let’s go.” He grabbed him by the arm and they made their way up 
the aisle. He took one last look backward to make sure he wasn’t being followed before he stuck the 
Glock in his belt. 

The guy was still sitting in his seat, staring straight ahead, and even with the poor lighting Jimmy 
could see he was as white as a ghost. 
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ne hour and thirty-two minutes until fuel exhaustion 


“Lay pown,” Carol said. 

Kevin did, and Carol rinsed his eyes out with the bottle of water. She soaped his head and face 
and rinsed him off. She used the remaining soap and water on his torso. “Okay, sit up.” 

She paper-toweled him off and paused for a moment while she studied his back. “Wow, nice tat- 
too,” she said. 

“Thanks.” 

She threw the paper towels in a corner of the room. “All done. Better?” she asked. 

Kevin blinked a few times and his vision started to clear. Minus the smell of puke and the oily 
fluid, he felt like a new man. “Yes, much. Thanks.” 

Kevin heard someone making their way down the ladder. He looked up and saw the back of a 
skinny kid in jeans climbing down. 

Jimmy came down after the kid. “Wow, it’s snug in here.” he said, and made eye contact with 
Carol. 

She smiled at him. “I’m done here. Let me squeeze by you and I'll get out of the way.” She 
squirmed past him to the ladder. 

“Sure,” said Jimmy. “The rungs are slippery from the hydraulic fluid. You need to go slow and 
watch your step.” She took the steps slow, making sure each foot was securely planted on the rung 
before putting any weight on it. When she reached the top of the ladder, she looked down, thanked 
him, and climbed out. 

When the kid turned around, Kevin recognized him right away. He was the middle-seater of the 
thug big brother sitting across the aisle from him. Crap. 

“What’s your name?” Kevin asked the kid. 

“Nate.” 

“Hi, Nate. I’m Kevin.” He held out his hand. Unlike his older brother, Nate didn’t have an aversion 
to shaking hands. 

“I’m an airline pilot. | need to get inside that cockpit to help those pilots. We think both pilots in- 
side the cockpit are hurt bad, maybe even dead.” 

“D-d-dead? The pilots are dead?” Nate stuttered. He took a step back and bumped into a rack of 
computers. “We’re gonna die, aren’t we?” 

“No, we’re not. You’re going to save us by crawling through a small hole in the floor and getting 
into the cockpit. Then you'll open the cockpit door and we'll take care of the rest. It’ll be dark, noisy, 
and windy in the cockpit, so don’t be scared. Does your smartphone have a flashlight?” 

Nate reached into his jeans and took out his smartphone. He swiped up once, and his flashlight 
came to life. 

“Good. Now once you get inside the cockpit, don’t look around at anything, do you understand? 


Just crawl in and open the door. Got it?” 

“Yeah.” 

“And one more thing. The autopilot is flying the plane. It’s real important that you don’t bump the 
yoke between the pilot’s legs. The yoke’s like the steering wheel of a car. If you bump it, the autopilot 
will disconnect, and then we are going to die.” 

“Got it.” 

Kevin turned to Jimmy. “You help Nate, I’m going upstairs to wait by the cockpit door.” 

“Roger,” Jimmy said, then turned to Nate and pointed to the inspection port. “You ready? Let’s do 
this.” 
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ne hour and twenty-six minutes until fuel exhaustion 


NATE NODDED and climbed through the opening. 

“It’s easier if you lie on your back and slide up towards the hole,” Jimmy offered as he leaned his 
head in through the inspection port. “Once you’re in position, l'Il push you by your feet and you should 
slide right up and through.” 

“Damn, it’s awfully dark and loud up there,” Nate said. His voice was weak and lacked confidence. 
He lay on his back in the inspection area and shined his flashlight up through the hole in the cockpit 
floor. “And what’s that smell?” 

“| ain’t gonna lie to you, kid, it’s a hell of a mess up there. The pilots aren’t just dead, they bled a 
lot. Don’t worry about that, though. Just focus on your job and get that door open. | know it ain’t gonna 
be easy, but we’re gonna die if you don’t get that cockpit door open.” 

“Okay.” Nate pocketed his phone and grabbed the rim of the opening in the cockpit floor. His arms 
shook as he looked down and nodded at Jimmy, who was ready to push him up by his feet. “I’m 
ready.” 

“On three,” Jimmy said. “One... two... three!” Jimmy placed both hands on Nate’s feet and pushed. 
Nate got his arms and head through the hole, then got hung up for a second before making it to his 
waist. He pushed up with both arms, got his hips through, and sat on the floor with his back against 
the captain’s seat, his legs dangling through the hole. His whole body had the shivers. 

“I’m in,” Nate shouted down to Jimmy. He took a deep breath and his gag reflex kicked in. Mouth 
only. Breathe through the mouth only. After a few seconds, his urge to vomit subsided. 

“Okay, don’t look at anything, just get that freakin’ door open,” Jimmy yelled. 

Nate noticed that the floor was a weird combination of slippery and sticky. His eyes started to ad- 
just to the darkness of the cockpit, and with the help of the moonlight, he started to make out forms 
in the cockpit. He looked to his left and saw some warning lights on the side of the cockpit. He turned 
further and saw the silhouette of the first officer’s body, hunched over in his seat. 

“Hey. You okay?” he asked. 

No answer. 

Through Nate’s peripheral vision, he saw yellow and red warning lights peppered across the front 
panel. 

Over the rush of the slipstream whipping through the cockpit, Nate could hear Jimmy shouting 
from below. “Get that door open.” Jimmy smacked him in the legs. 

Nate jumped. “Jeez, don’t do that. You scared the crap out of me.” 

Nate turned his flashlight on and eyed the cockpit door. It was about five feet in front of him, a lit- 
tle to his left. He saw the big red bar across the door that secured it. He couldn’t reach it while sitting 
on the floor, so he pulled his legs though the opening and stood up, his feet alternating between stick- 
ing and sliding on the floor. He took a step toward the door on shaky legs, and something in the back 


corner of the cockpit on the floor caught his eye. It was a small object, maybe the size of a soccer ball, 
and it moved. What the—? 

Despite Kevin and Jimmy’s repeated warnings not to look at anything, Nate turned and shined the 
flashlight on the object. 

“Shit!” Nate screamed when he saw Captain Roy’s decapitated head. The air currents in the cock- 
pit had pinned the head into the corner, and the vacuum created by the anomalies of physics lifted 
the head up just enough so that it rotated in the wind. 

Nate moved the light to the captain’s chair, as if to verify that the head was his. The backs of the 
captain’s shoulders were visible, his hands hanging relaxed and swaying softly. His head was gone, 
leaving nothing but a stump covered in blood and strands of flesh that flapped in the breeze. Nate 
saw the vertebrae of the man’s neck poking through the bloody mess and gagged. He fought back the 
urge to puke, but lost, and threw up. 

He fell to his knees and felt light-headed, his world going gray. He dropped his phone and crawled 
across the slippery floor, his vomit adding to the slick mixture on the floor and magnifying the stench. 
Forgetting his earlier reprimand to breathe only through his mouth, he exhaled through his nose after 
he sucked in a deep breath. His gag reflex kicked in. He fell forward into the hole headfirst, threw up 
some more, and slipped through the hole and landed on his back, sliding down the floor of the inspec- 
tion hold until he was face-to-face with Jimmy. He slid to the ground and started crying. 

“What the hell, dude?” Jimmy yelled, turning sideways and sighed with frustration and fear. “Holy 
shit, kid, what the freak is wrong with you?” Jimmy hauled the kid to his feet. 

Nate crawled out of the inspection area and collapsed on the floor of the avionics compartment. 
He was covered in blood and vomit and looked like an extra from a horror film. 

“Not going back, not going back,” he repeated. 

“Did you get the door open?” 

Nate’s lack of response gave Jimmy the answer he didn’t want to hear. 

“Look, kid, that door gets open or we all die.” He grabbed Nate by the shoulders and sat him up. 
“Now pull yourself together and get back through that hole.” 

Kevin climbed down the ladder and entered the avionics compartment. “What’s going on?” he 
asked. 

Jimmy looked at him. “Kid pussied out. Sees a little blood and he falls to pieces.” 

“Not going back,” Nate said. “Not going back in there.” His eyes were wide with fright and his voice 
was a soft monotone. He looked like he was in shock. 

“It’s okay, Nate,” said Kevin. 

“It ain’t o-fuckin’-kay. He needs to get back up there and get that door open,” Jimmy said. He 
nudged Nate in the direction of the access hole. “Come on, kid, you can do it.” 

“No.” Nate started to cry. 

“You can’t force him, Jimmy. You’ll have to find someone else.” 

“There isn’t anyone else. | already walked the whole plane. He’s the only one small enough to fit.” 

“Go. Now.” 

Jimmy shook his head and climbed up the ladder. “Okay, but you better get that kid up in there or 
we're all dead.” 

Kevin walked over the inspection port and looked inside. “How far did you get?” 

“All the way,” Nate said. “Then | saw a head in the corner. It was moving. | got sick.” Nate looked 
over at Kevin and saw him looking through the inspection port. 

“Sure is messy in there.” 

“It was awful,” Nate said. His buried his head in his hands and sat there trembling. “I pissed in my 
pants.” 

“| Know it’s awful, | took a video of the cockpit. Pretty gruesome stuff.” Kevin paused for emphasis. 
“Here’s the thing, though, kid, if we don’t get into that cockpit, when our fuel runs out, we’re going to 


crash in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.” 

“Yeah,” said Nate, not hearing or caring what Kevin had to say. His mind shut down from shock. 

Kevin took out his iPhone, hit ForeFlight, and showed him their current position. He zoomed out, 
but there was nothing to see but ocean. “We’re hundreds of miles off course. Even if we survive the 
impact, which is unlikely, nobody will know where we are. They'll never be able to reach us before we 
drown. Or get eaten by sharks.” Kevin pocketed his phone and walked over to the hatch to the inspec- 
tion area. 

Something caught Nate’s attention. He crawled over to where Kevin was and stared at the tattoo 
that covered his back. 

A brilliantly colored samurai warrior held a sword high above his head, ready to strike, a stoic and 
confident look painted on his face. Some of the edges of his garments were burnt black, and small 
patches of his exposed skin on his forearms and face were scorched as well. Across from him was his 
opponent, a mighty dragon with tiny puffs of smoke leaking from his nose. The dragon’s eyes and sag- 
ging body language said it all. He was exhausted and he’d run out of fire, yet he still tried to kill the 
samurai warrior. Behind the samurai was a pretty Japanese woman, kneeling down and shielding two 
small children from the dragon’s attack. 

Nate knew this tattoo. He couldn’t remember how, but he knew it. 

Then it hit him. “It’s you.” He jumped up and screamed, “You’re the guy from the video.” 

Kevin turned and looked at him, then answered, almost in resignation, “Yeah, it’s me.” 

“I knew it, | freakin’ knew it. Holy shit, man, | can’t believe I’m talking to you. You’re a legend.” 

Kevin almost laughed when he corrected the boy, “Thanks, kid, but I’m not a legend.” 

“No. No, you don’t understand. Where | come from, in Stockton, you’re a legend, man. | can’t tell 
you how many times I’ve watched that video with my friends. Man, you were getting your ass kicked in 
by that monster dude. You were dead, man. And you came back. Fuck Rocky, you’re the greatest 
comeback ever. | want to learn how to fight like you.” Nate raised his hands overhead and clapped 
them together as if he was cheering on the Lakers. “That dude was killing you.” He walked around in 
circles, his energy rejuvenated by the adrenaline rush. “But you never gave up, you never tapped.” 

“Well, in a street fight, you can’t really tap out. Sort of like our situation now.” 

“Most guys would have given up. Died right there. Holy shit, | gotta go get my brother and tell him.” 
Nate’s exuberance had him so excited that he went to climb up the ladder and get his brother. 

“Whoa. Hold on there a second.” Kevin grabbed him by the arm. “Think you can go up through the 
cockpit and get your brother that way? You know, get that door open for us?” 

Nate looked at him, his forehead wrinkled as if he didn’t understand. Then it registered on his face 
and his eyes widened. “Oh, yeah, right. Almost forgot. Of course | can.” With a look of determination, 
the rejuvenated boy turned and headed towards the hatch that led to the inspection area. “I’m doing 
this,” he said, his last words before ducking through the hatch. 

Nate climbed into the cockpit without anyone’s help. He searched for his phone, found it lying in a 
pile of sticky half-dried blood, and turned on the flashlight. A thin film of blood covered the light and il- 
luminated everything in its path with a diffused redness that added another level of macabre to the 
scene. But it didn’t matter to Nate. 

He went over to the door and lifted the red bar. He grabbed the doorknob and turned it, but the 
door wouldn’t open. It was jammed. He grabbed the doorknob with two hands and tried again, but it 
still wouldn’t open. He leaned over and hollered down the hole. “The red bar is up, but the door won’t 
open.” 

“Damn.” The door frame must have bent in the explosion, pinching the door so tight that it was 
locked in place. “Can you grab the crash axe? It should be fastened to the wall behind the copilot’s 
seat.” 

Nate shined his light around, found the axe, and unlatched it from the wall. 

“Got it.” 


“Pass it down the hole and come on out. We’ll axe the door down from the cabin side.” 

Jimmy had climbed down the ladder and heard most of the interchange between the two. “Crap, 
dude, what the hell’d you say to that kid? He’s like a new person.” 

Kevin didn’t answer, choosing not to explain how one of the most important things he’d ever done 
in his life to get them through this ordeal may have been to star in a security camera video that some 
skinny little kid from Stockton watched with his buddies. 

Nate came out of the inspection area with the crash axe in his hands and raced over to the ladder. 
He turned and gestured to them. 

“Come on, let’s go.” 
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ne hour and fifteen minutes until fuel exhaustion 


“WHAT THE HECK is that guy doing?” the man in 24C shouted to the fellow sitting in front of him. 
They both stood up to get a better view. “Shit, he’s trying to break into the cockpit. We need to stop 
him. Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!” 

Kevin hacked at the cockpit door where the locking mechanism was located. He made it about 
halfway through before he heard a commotion behind him. He turned just in time to see a group of 
men rushing him. He realized too late that they thought he was trying to break into the cockpit for the 
wrong reason. 

“No! I’m an—” Before he could explain himself, the group was on him like a pack of wolves. They 
threw him to the ground and kicked him into the fetal position, their curses drowning out his explana- 
tion. The last thing he remembered was a gunshot blast that lit up the galley and echoed through the 
cabin. 

—S> 

“Stano down or I'll blow your fuckin’ heads off,” Jimmy shouted at the men. He pushed the Glock 
into the forehead of the man closest to him and pushed him backwards with the gun. The man’s eyes 
rolled upward in a funny way, and Jimmy thought he might faint. He pulled up his Parrothead T-shirt to 
reveal the air marshal shield he had stolen from George’s belt. 

“Federal air marshal,” he said. “I’ve taken command of the cabin.” 

“He was trying to break into the cockpit,” the man said. “He was going to crash the plane. We 
stopped him. We saved ourselves.” 

“You idiot. He’s an airline captain. Both of the pilots are dead, and he’s trying to get into the cock- 
pit so that he can land the plane,” Jimmy scoffed at them, his disdain for their stupidity written all over 
his face. “This man is our only chance of survival.” Then he got snarky. “Great job knocking out the 
only man who can save us.” Morons. 

“Dead? The pilots are dead?” the second man asked. “Are you sure? How do you know?” 

“Don’t worry about how we know. Now get the fuck out of here, that’s an order.” He removed his 
gun from the man’s forehead and gestured with it towards the back of the airliner. 

The men put their hands down and walked down the aisle, looking over their shoulders at Jimmy 
as he kept the Glock trained on them. 

“Carol, get over here and help me with Kevin,” Jimmy said. He stuck the Glock in his belt and 
helped Kevin into a seat. Carol came over with a glass of water and an ice pack. He was groggy but 
conscious. 

“What happened?” Kevin asked. 

“Couple of passengers decided to play Wyatt Earp and stop you from breaking into the cockpit and 
crashing the plane,” said Jimmy. 

“Here’s some water,” said Carol. She placed the ice pack on the back of Kevin’s neck. “This is 


starting to become a habit with you. Keep it up and I'll run out of ice.” 

The cold water felt good and the ice pack on the back of his neck helped rejuvenate him. 

“Thanks. Where’s the axe?” asked Kevin. 

Jimmy glanced around but didn’t see it. He knelt down and checked under the seats but came up 
empty. 

“Not sure, maybe one of those men took it,” he said. “In the heat of the moment, | didn’t think to 
search them. Damn. Rookie mistake.” 

“Nice work,” Carol elbowed him in the ribs. “And mister ‘I’ve taken command of the cabin,’ you’re 
now a federal air marshal? Really?” 

“What?” He shrugged. “I deputized myself.” 

She turned serious. “Check the guy in the gray T-shirt. He was the leader of the lynching party.” 

Jimmy grinned at her, drew the Glock from his belt, and headed down the aisle after the three 
men. 

I’m starting to like this Glock. 

—_> 

“WHAT’S GOING ON UP THERE?” Jack Lamburt asked the old man sitting next to him. He had given up 
his seat where Cheryl had died and moved towards the front of the airliner. He couldn’t stand looking 
up into the empty hole, into the space where his wife and unborn child had disappeared forever. 

“Looks like someone was trying to break into the cockpit and a bunch of guys tackled him and 
started beating on him,” the old man said. “Then someone fired a gun to stop the fighting. Here come 
the guys now.” The old man nodded toward the aisle. 

Jack stood up from his seat and watched as the trio of men walked down the aisle towards him. 
His attention was drawn to the first one. He was holding something under his T-shirt, his elbow pinning 
the object to his side. Jack recognized it when he saw the orange tip of the crash axe handle slipping 
out from under the man’s shirt. Crash axe? Why does he have that? How did he get it from the cock- 
pit? 

Jack’s mind raced as he tried to come up with a reason why this man would have a cockpit crash 
axe. He knew there was only one on board, and that it was stored in the cockpit. It wasn’t unusual for 
pilots to be trapped in the cockpit after an accident. Even a minor “fender bender” could bend the air- 
frame door enough to make the door inoperable. It didn’t take much—less than one-eighth inch of flex 
of the frame, and the door would bind and trap the pilots. The crash axe was their last resort for es- 
cape. 

“Freeze!” Jimmy yelled as he caught up to the men. “Federal air marshal, put your hands in the 

air.” 
The three of them froze mid-stride as Jimmy’s command exploded through the background noise 
of the stricken jet. The passengers stopped mid-prayer to look up and see what the commotion was. 
They saw Jimmy, holding his gun with two hands, aiming straight down the aisle. Ten feet in front of 
him, the three men stood like statues in the aisle. They slowly turned towards Jimmy. 

“Hands in the air, or l'II blow your fuckin’ heads off,” said Jimmy. 

They raised their hands and the crash axe slid out from under an elbow and tumbled to the floor. 

“Back up,” he said. The three started backing up in unison. They no longer had their hands free to 
grip the seat backs for balance, so they moved slowly, hips nudging the seats and hands skimming 
the overhead luggage compartments to keep them upright despite the sporadic rolling and yawing of 
the uncoordinated airliner. 

Jimmy’s face showed an intensity that the men couldn’t doubt. “Turn around and keep going to 
your seats. If | see any of you three approach the cockpit again, l'Il put one right between your eyes. 
Last fuckin’ warning.” 

They turned and walked down the aisle at a brisk pace. 


Jimmy stepped forward, picked up the axe, and made his way back to the front of the airliner. He 
took quick glances over his shoulder as he made his way forward to make sure none of the three were 
following him. They weren't. 

Jack watched them all return to their seats, paying special attention to the one in the gray T-shirt. 
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ne hour and ten minutes until fuel exhaustion 


“Got IT,” Jimmy said, handing the axe back to Kevin. “You were right, Carol. The bearded guy with 
the gray T-shirt had it under his shirt.” 

“| knew it,” Carol said. “There’s something about that guy...” 

“Why would he want the crash axe?” Kevin wondered out loud. 

“| don’t know—maybe he didn’t believe you were trying to help,” Jimmy said. “Folks do strange 
things under stress. Anybody got any Jack?” 

“| do.” Sal grabbed a mini bottle from the galley and tossed it to Jimmy. “But it’s going on your 
tab.” 

“I’m not buying it,” Kevin said. “You’re a federal air marshal. Well, not really, but they should have 
believed you. If you show them a gun and a badge and the person doesn’t believe you, that’s a red 
flag. Something else is going on with that guy.” 

“Kevin's right,” said Sal. “Il noticed him earlier in the flight. | can’t put my finger on it, but some- 
thing’s not right with that guy.” 

“What do you mean?” asked Jimmy. He took a sip of bourbon and handed the bottle to Carol. 

“| can’t say for sure,” said Sal. “It’s just that when this whole thing first happened and everyone 
was freaking out and going apeshit crazy, he was so calm and relaxed.” 

“Look, | know he attacked Kevin, but his reasoning might have been sound.” Jimmy said. He 
looked around at each of the three, who all had the same incredulous “are you freaking kidding me?” 
look on their faces. 

“Okay, fine. If it makes you guys feel better, l'II stay with Kevin and keep an eye on him,” Jimmy 
said. He patted his Glock for reassurance. 

Kevin grabbed the axe and started chopping away at the door. Within ten minutes, he had it open. 

> 

“Jimmy, looks like it’s you and me now, buddy,” Kevin said as he tilted his head toward the open 
cockpit. “You ready for this?” 

“Hell yeah, let’s do this shit,” Jimmy said with an air of confidence, trying to hide his nervousness. 

“Okay, but remember, the single most important thing while we’re removing the bodies is don’t 
touch the yoke. Don’t let the bodies touch the yoke either. Just a little bump and the autopilot will dis- 
engage. Then we’re in big trouble.” 

Jimmy rolled his eyes. “No shit Sherlock. I’ve only been working on these planes for thirty years. 
Learn something new every day...” he said. 

Kevin ignored his sarcastic comment and grabbed a handful of plastic bags and a roll of duct tape. 
He went back into the cockpit with Jimmy close behind him. 

“Can you fix the hole in the floor so we don’t break a leg?” Kevin asked. 

“On it,” Jimmy replied. He slid the floor hatch closed, used his flashlight to find a few grommets 


that were stuck to the blood-soaked floor, and pushed them into place to secure the hatch. “Done.” 

“Good, now let’s get Roy out of his chair. While I’m prepping him, you grab his head.” Kevin 
handed Jimmy a plastic garbage bag and pointed to the corner of the cockpit. 

“Roger,” Jimmy said. He turned and looked down at Roy’s head. The open cockpit door had 
changed the air currents, and Roy’s head no longer rotated. It sat face up in the corner, an open- 
mouthed grimace on his sliced-to-shreds face. Yuck. Jimmy reached down and grabbed a handful of 
the bloody gray hair, picked up the head, and dropped it into a garbage bag. He double-knotted it, 
took it out of the cockpit and gave it to Carol. 

“Sorry. Body parts, store safely,” Jimmy said as he walked away, glad to be rid of the head. He 
wiped his hands on his pants. 

Kevin reached down between the dead man’s legs and slid Roy’s seat back as far as it would go to 
give them some extra clearance from the yoke. He removed the shoulder harness from Roy and pulled 
one of the thirty-gallon garbage bags over the headless torso. He made multiple passes around his 
waist with the duct tape to secure it. Then he made two holes in the bag under Roy’s arms to facilitate 
a better grip. When he was done, he put the shoulder harness back on Roy’s torso to keep it from 
leaning forward and bumping the yoke. 

A few seconds later, Jimmy returned to the cockpit. “What’s next?” 

“| think the best way to get Roy out of here is for you to lift him up from behind, and pull him right 
over the back of his seat. I’ll make sure his legs don’t bang the yoke. He’s slippery from all that blood, 
so grab him tight. Use the holes | made in the garbage bag under his armpits.” 

“Okay,” Jimmy said. He watched Kevin remove the shoulder harness, and he placed his hands in 
the holes under Roy’s armpits. He tried to get a secure grip but was unable. He saw Kevin reach for 
Roy’s seat belt. 

“Not yet!” he said. 

Kevin stopped. “Roger.” 

Jimmy leaned over as far as he could, slid his arms elbow-deep under Roy’s armpits, and locked 
his hands together against Roy’s chest. He felt the stub of Roy’s spinal column rub against his chest 
and dry-heaved. After composing himself, he looked at Kevin and nodded. “Okay, set this poor bastard 
free.” 

“Roger. Releasing.” Kevin lifted the latch and brushed the seat belt aside. 

“Gentle... gentle,” Kevin said. Jimmy started to lift Roy over the back of the seat. There wasn’t 
much headroom between the seat back and cockpit ceiling, but what was left of Roy’s body was light, 
and Jimmy had no trouble hoisting the drained carcass over the seat and pulling it out of the cockpit. 
He dragged Roy over to the last row in first class and buckled him in next to George’s dead supervisor. 
He turned to go back in the cockpit and saw Carol standing behind him, holding a blanket in her 
hands. Her eyes were moist and her lips quivered. 

Jimmy gestured towards the seat. “Captain Roy.” 

She nodded, bowed her head for a second, and unfurled the blanket and covered him up. 

Jimmy went back into the cockpit and saw that Kevin had started on the copilot. His shoulder har- 
ness was off and a plastic garbage bag was duct-taped over his torso. Jimmy saw that the copilot 
wasn’t nearly as skinny as Roy, and his head was still attached. 

“Okay, same drill,” Kevin said. Jimmy reached around the seat to get a grip under the copilot’s 
arms. 

“He’s a lot heavier,” Kevin said. “But we don’t have Roy’s body in the way, so we’ll have a little 
more room to maneuver.” 

Jimmy frowned and shook his head. “Fuckin’ A—lucky us,” he said. 

“On three. One... two... three!” Kevin said. Together they struggled with the heavier corpse, and 
after a few tense seconds, they managed to get it half over and half around the seat back. Kevin kept 
a careful hold of the legs to make sure they didn’t bump the yoke. 


“Good job, Jimmy,” Kevin said as he let go of the legs and watched Jimmy struggle to drag the 
body out of the cockpit. 

“He’s a fat fucker,” Jimmy huffed. 

Kevin sat down in the sticky copilot’s seat, buckled himself in, and started to examine the gauges. 
He was hoping to see a working pattern among them as he rubbed his hands together to scrape off 
the dried blood. After a few minutes of studying the flickering instruments, he decided he couldn’t 
trust any of them. 

Jimmy came back into the cockpit and stood behind Kevin’s seat. “Both bodies are belted in and 
covered up.” 

“Good,” Kevin said. He took out his iPhone. “Now let’s see where we are.” 

He thumbed the ForeFlight app and zoomed out for a wider view. 


Jimmy LookeD over his shoulder and watched ForeFlight paint their situation on the screen. The little 
blue airplane icon that signaled their current position popped up in the center of the screen first. Then 
came the weather radar. 


KEVIN’S EYES GREW WIDE. “DAMN!” 
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t was a monster storm, and it was dead in front of them. The red and orange colors from 
the radar blanketed their faces in an eerie glow. But that wasn’t the worst news. With plenty 
of moisture to feed it, it would only get bigger. Even with nothing to scale it against, no land or 

islands, Kevin could tell the storm was gigantic. 

“Holy shit, that’s fuckin’ enormous. We’re going to fly right into that, aren’t we?” Jimmy said. 

Kevin sighed. “I don’t know,” he said. “If | steer us around it, we run the risk of running out of fuel 
before we get to Washington’s Island. If we don’t make it there, anyone who survives the ditching will 
drown, or get eaten by sharks. But if we plow through the storm, the turbulence might break us in 
half.” 

What are the odds? A zillion to one? Maybe two zillion to one? Kevin tried not to think about being 
in the position to make aviation history by being the second of two pilots to die in the same seat on 
the same flight. He needed to focus on his work, but the irony of the situation he found himself in was 
just too good not to dwell on for a few seconds. 

He looked around at the work environment he’d be spending the next few hours in. Most of the 
flight instruments were dark, broken, or fluctuating so wildly that they couldn’t be trusted. The wind- 
shield in front of the left seat had a basketball-sized hole in the center of it. The windshield in front of 
him was spiderwebbed with cracks and pushed in from the pressure of the two-hundred-mile-per-hour 
winds hitting it. So far it had held, but he wouldn’t be surprised if it gave way any second. He thought 
of how Roy had been sliced and diced by the shards of razor-sharp glass and moved his seat back as 
far as it would go to create some distance. As if that would help. 

The airliner had suffered so much damage that he was surprised it was still airborne. He made a 
mental note never to question the aviation engineers again. He and the other pilots could bitch all 
they wanted about the layouts of the cockpit switches and other inconveniences the “dumbass engi- 
neers” burdened them with, but when the shit hit the fan, those engineers had come through and 
built one robust flying machine. 

It looked like the autopilot was still working okay. Another thank-you to the engineers. But how 
long would it last? It could give out any second, and he’d better be prepared to take over the controls 
or the plane would spiral out of control and dive into the ocean at supersonic speeds. He shivered at 
the thought of the plane hitting the water so hard it disintegrated on impact. What would the last sec- 
onds be like? How would he face them? Like a man? Or like one of those hysterical pussies back in 
the cabin, frantically trying to text their next of kin how much they loved them? No way. He silently 
vowed he’d meet his maker like a man. No matter what, he’d never burden anyone with a last-second- 
before-death text. 

He took out his iPhone and tapped on ForeFlight, zooming out to show Jimmy their location. 

“We’re about five hundred miles from Washington’s Island, and we don’t have enough fuel to go 
anywhere else. The only chance we have of surviving is to make a water landing right next to the is- 
land. With any luck, some of us will Survive the impact and be able to wade or swim to shore.” 

Jimmy looked over Kevin’s shoulder at his iPhone and laughed. “We’re going to land a crippled air- 
liner in the middle of the fuckin’ Pacific Ocean, at night, and swim to a deserted island? God help us.” 


“Not like we have any choice. Now reach behind you into that cabinet and get me the pilot operat- 
ing handbook,” Kevin said. 

Jimmy unlatched the cabinet and turned the beam of his flashlight onto a stack of thick manuals 
in the darkness. “The who?” 

“It says POH on the spine.” 

“Got it,” Jimmy said. He handed the thick manual to Kevin and held his flashlight on it. “Need 
some light?” 

“Yeah, thanks.” Kevin leafed through the POH and found the “Approach and Landing” section. He 
studied the graph that showed the correct airspeeds for different weights, flap settings, and air tem- 
peratures. 

Flaps were a benefit on landings because they made the wing bigger and lowered the airspeed 
that was needed to keep them flying. This led to lower approach speeds and a lower touchdown 
speed, but as much of a benefit as they were, Kevin didn’t want to risk deploying them. He didn’t trust 
that the flaps would extend correctly, or evenly. An asymmetrical flap deployment on a healthy airliner 
could be managed by the pilots without breaking a sweat, but on this machine, all bets were off. 

He found the “No Flap Landing” chart in the POH and grimaced when he read the recommended 
approach speed for the lightly loaded airliner. One hundred and fifty-seven knots. Ouch... That. Is. 
Fast. 

But first they had to make it through the storm. 
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ne hour and three minutes until fuel exhaustion 


Now 11’s Time. Now it’s time. You can do this. You can do this. The man looked at himself in the mir- 
ror of the lavatory that separated first class from coach. He repeated the mantra to himself again and 
again, closing his eyes and taking deep breaths to slow his racing heartbeat. You will succeed, you will 
succeed, nothing can stop you, nothing can stop you. He mumbled the mantra over and over. 

Convinced he had done all he could to ensure his success, he used his sleeve and wiped the 
sweat from his brow before stepping out of the lavatory. He sat down in the aisle seat in the last row 
of first class. 

He looked toward the front of the airliner and saw a crew member speaking with the air marshal. 
She was middle-aged and quite attractive, with a healthy bosom. He fought back the urges that rose 
in him and asked for Allah’s forgiveness for his impure thoughts. 

Would she make a good wife? Probably not. She was speaking to a man and looking into his face 
as she spoke with him. Eye contact with a man was strictly forbidden for women in his culture. 

The air marshal and the healthy-bosomed one were standing about twelve feet from him. The loud 
wind noise and sporadic hissing that came over the intercom made it impossible for him to hear them. 
Directly behind them, the man could see the open door to the cockpit. Faint lights blinked from within, 
bathing the area in a soft reddish glow. 

Sitting four seats away in the same row was a corpse covered with a plastic bag. One of the infidel 
pilots. The shape of the bag made it obvious that his head was missing. How appropriate. Next to the 
corpse in a garbage bag was the air marshal’s dead supervisor. Another fat American. Served him 
right. 

The man had witnessed the infidel collapsing and dying like a rabid dog and had to stop himself 
from jumping up and down and praising Allah. But he couldn’t stop himself from smiling. He was glad 
the cabin had been dark and no one could see him. 

The man slid over to sit next to the dead infidel pilot. He moved slowly so he wouldn't draw atten- 
tion to himself. Not that he needed to worry too much about that. Even if they saw him in the dark 
cabin, the infidel passengers were in a state of shock and unlikely to question anything he did. He 
reached across the dead pilot and undid the seat belt of the fat air marshal. He opened his sport 
jacket and searched the man’s belt line. His hand moved over the rolls of fat and he fought back a 
gag. He found the gun holster but it was empty. Shit! Someone already took his gun. He felt for the 
Taser he had seen the man use, and smiled when he found it. 

He wrestled with the fat that overlapped the man’s belt and removed the Taser from its holster, 
shoving it in his pocket. He closed the dead man’s jacket and belted him back into his seat before 
sliding back over to the aisle seat, where he took out a magazine from the seat back and pretended to 
read, all the while repeating the same mantra to himself. You will succeed, you will succeed. 

The air marshal and the healthy-bosomed one turned their backs to the man and he saw his op- 


portunity. He got out of his seat, crossed the aisle, and sat down. He slid across the empty row of 
seats until he was in the right aisle seat, out of view of them both. He stood and snuck up the second 
aisle toward them, Taser in hand. He turned the corner into the galley and saw the air marshal’s back 
as he talked with the healthy-bosomed one. Perfect. 

The stewardess broke eye contact with the air marshal and looked over his shoulder at the man. 
Her eyes widened, but it was too late to take any action to stop what happened next. The man zapped 
the air marshal with the Taser, keeping it on a few seconds longer than needed. 

“No!” the stewardess screamed. She backed up just as the man tossed the air marshal’s board- 
stiff body to the ground. He punched her in the stomach, the blow so hard that she doubled over in 
agony, unable to breathe. He grabbed her head and kneed her in the face. She stumbled backwards 
three steps and slammed into the emergency exit door. 

He reached down to the air marshal’s belt and grabbed his gun. He stood up, smiled, and turned 
around just in time to see a member of the cabin crew diving toward his waist to tackle him. He raised 
the Glock and pulled the trigger, thankful that the popular handgun had no safety to impede quick fir- 
ing. The steward fell to the floor in a heap, screaming in agony. 

“What the hell is going on out there?” a man yelled from the cockpit. No one answered him and he 
turned in his seat and looked into the cabin. 

Kalib raised the Glock. He pointed it at the man’s face, smiled, and pulled the trigger. 
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ifty-five minutes until fuel exhaustion 


A KICK FLEW Out from behind the assailant and connected with his temple so hard that he was out 
cold before he hit the floor. The impact had forced his shot high, and the bullet struck the windshield, 
just over the ducking Kevin’s head. 

Kevin turned in his seat and looked back towards the cabin. “Seriously? You really just let that 
happen? Can you at least secure the cabin? Is that asking too much?” 

Jack nodded to the pilot and stood over the unconscious man with his foot on his chest. The mix- 
ture of fury and sadness that tore through his body was so strong that he felt on the verge of losing 
control. He bent down, grabbed the Glock, and hammered the man in the nose with it for no reason 
other then pure hatred. 

He stuck the Glock in his belt and rifled through the man’s pockets. He found the Taser and a wal- 
let. He looked at the Taser in his hand and a vision of tasering the man in the nuts made him smirk. 
His moral upbringing got the better of him, and he stuck the Taser in his pocket. 

He picked him up and threw him into a seat so hard that his head snapped back. He grabbed 
George’s handcuffs and slapped them around the man’s wrists, fastening them so tight that his hands 
darkened in color from the circulation being cut off. 

He took the man’s belt off, fastened his seat belt good and tight, and tied the belt around his 
neck. He looped it through the center of the handcuffs and fastened it so tight that the man’s hands 
were pinned against his throat. He made sure that the buckle portion of the belt was behind the 
man’s neck so that he couldn’t reach it and unbuckle it. 

Jack double-checked his handiwork, and the attacker started to come to. Jack elbowed him in the 
nose, the blow so violent that blood shot across the first-class section. 

“You piece of shit,” he whispered in the man’s ear. Blood dripped from his nose, ran down his 
beard, and pooled on his gray T-shirt. 

—S> 

JIMMY CAME RUNNING over, Out of breath from rushing up the aisle. Seeing Carol lying on the floor, he 
hopped over the writhing Sal and went to her side. She was conscious but barely moving. She looked 
at him with half-closed eyes and a pained smile on her face. 

“Jimmy,” she said in a weak voice, barely audible over the wind and engine noise. She held a hand 
out. “Help me up.” Her hand fell to her lap and she passed out. 

He grabbed her under her arms, lifted her into a seat and belted her in. He hugged her and softly 
finger-combed the side of her head. “You’re going to be okay. I'll take care of you,” he whispered in 
her ear. She started to come to and smiled half-heartedly at him. He kissed her on the forehead. 

—> 

SAL was LYING On the floor, clutching at his leg and groaning in pain. Jack went over to him, took off 

his belt and tied it around Sal’s leg. 


“AAHHH,” Sal screamed as Jack yanked the belt tight over the bullet hole in his thigh. 

“Sorry, but we need to stop the bleeding,” Jack said. He adjusted the tension on the belt, search- 
ing for the perfect amount of pressure. If he tightened the belt too much, he’d cut off the blood flow to 
the lower leg and Sal would lose the leg. If the belt was too loose, then Sal would bleed to death. He 
got what he thought was the correct tension and looked up at Sal. 

“Don’t touch that belt,” he said. 

Sal groaned. 

He turned to Jimmy. 

“How is she?” 

“She'll be okay,” Jimmy said, his lack of medical expertise not hindering the confidence in his prog- 
nosis. “What the hell happened?” 

Jack held out the ID that he retrieved from the wallet and nodded over to the man. “Kalib Nasir. He 
attacked George, hit Carol, shot Sal, and fired at Kevin.” 

“Die, you infidels!” the man screamed at them. He struggled to free himself but made no progress. 

“You hit a fuckin’ woman?” Jimmy was on him in a second, backhanding him left and right. Not 
satisfied with that, he switched to a closed fist. 

“You bastard!” 

Jack grabbed his arm, and Jimmy turned to push him away to continue his assault, but he was way 
overmatched by Jack’s size and strength. 

“Easy there, cowboy,” Jack said. His voice stoic, his eyes calm. “We’ll have our fun with him, don’t 
worry.” 

Jimmy looked at the man, spat in his face, and ran back over to Carol. He sat down next to her and 
gingerly put his arm around her. She looked over at him, smiled, and rested her head against his 
shoulder. 

She had a welt on her forehead the size of a silver dollar. She touched it with her hand and gri- 
maced in pain. 

“How bad is it?” she asked. “I must look awful.” 

“I kind of like it,” Jimmy said. “Adds character. How do you feel?” 

“Like a truck ran over me,” she whispered. “Stay with me, Jimmy.” 

“Twill. Oh, | will.” 

—S> 

Jack WENT over and slapped Kalib squarely on the side of his face, sending spit, blood, and snot fly- 
ing across the aircraft. “You’re a tough guy, huh? You like hitting women?” 

“And you like hitting a man when his hands are tied up?” Kalib answered. “Doesn’t matter, we’re 
all dead anyway,” he mocked him. “You infidels think you can just bomb villages without conse- 
quences. Well, this plane is your consequence,” he said as he gestured with his head. “Sweet revenge 
for killing my wife and daughter, along with the many others in my village that you bombed. Thanks to 
Allah, | have terrorized the Great Satan.” He smiled when he realized his message had finally sunk 
into the thick, stupid American skulls. The look on their dumbfounded faces as they tried to compre- 
hend what he just said was priceless. 

“You?” Jack asked. “You did this?” 

“That’s right, and it was easy too. So easy that | know that it will happen again and again.” 

Kalib’s chest stuck out now, and pride coated his words, each spoken syllable more empowered 
than the last. He could finally let others know what a genius he was. 

“No one will ever find us, and no one but our soldiers will know how | did this. And we have sol- 
diers embedded all over the place. In your communities, in your churches, in your hospitals, and espe- 
cially in your aircraft maintenance hangars. Waiting to strike again and again. Killing your whores just 
like | killed your slut wife.” He nodded towards Jack and made eye contact with him and laughed. 


Jack’s face turned red in anger and he started shaking all over. He took out the Taser, set it on 
high, and shoved it into Kalib’s groin. 

He held it in place until the Taser shut off by itself. A full thirty seconds. So much for his moral up- 
bringing... 

He grabbed the unconscious Kalib by the hair and kneed him in the face, snapping his head back 
so hard that Jimmy thought he’d broken his neck. 

“Holy shit,” Jimmy muttered. “He’s dead.” 

Jack released the slumping Kalib and walked away. 
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orty-nine minutes until fuel exhaustion 


“HELLO, SLEEPING Beauty,” Jack said. 

Kalib was awake but still groggy. He turned and saw Jack sitting next to him. He tried to move his 
hands but couldn’t. He looked down and saw his hands were cuffed in front of him, a belt looped 
through the cuffs and tied around his neck to prevent him from reaching down and unbuckling his 
seat belt. 

“This is a nice one.” Jack hammered an elbow into his ribs to get his attention. 

Kalib grunted and turned to see Jack going through the contents of his wallet. He had removed 
every photo from the wallet and laid them out like a game of solitaire on the seat back tray in front of 
him. 

Kalib had been so sure he was going to martyr on this mission that he’d made a strategic error 
and taken personal effects with him. Now those personal effects would be used against him. 

Jack held an old photo of Kalib’s wife and daughter that had been taken a few months before they 
were murdered by the infidels. Jack caressed the breast of Kalib’s wife with his fingertips. “She’s 
pretty hot. Bet she’s great in the sack. Can’t wait to track her down and give it to her good.” 

“You stupid American.” Kalib’s words dripped with hate. “My wife and child were murdered by your 
cowardly drone strikes.” 

“Aww, that’s too bad.” Jack paused, looked right at him and grinned. “She have any sisters?” 

Jack placed the photo above the others and picked up the photo of Kalib’s cousin and her family. 
It was a group portrait of them in a tree-lined park in Michigan. 

“This looks like a nice family,” said Jack. He pointed to Kalib’s cousin. “She’s not really my type, a 
little chunky, but l'Il fuck her good, just the same.” 

“Wait.” Jack’s eyes widened and he bolted upright in his seat. “Holy shit, this one’s freakin’ sweet!” 
Jack finger-felt Kalib’s niece. Dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, she looked like any other American 
teenager. 

“How old is she? Fourteen? Fifteen?” Jack stared at Kalib, then smacked his own forehead with an 
open palm. 

“Geez. That’s right, you guys over in Shitfucktoo have sex with anything over ten, right? Boys and 
girls, right? So me telling you that I’m gonna fuck your fourteen-year-old niece is a waste of my time. 
You’re just like, ‘Dude, she’s too old for you.’ ” Jack shook his head and looked back at the photo. 

“It'd be a shame to torture and kill them. But I’m going to.” Jack’s eyes met Kalib’s and bored a 
hole through him. Kalib looked away. 

“Too bad for you that there is a record of their existence,” Jack said. “Somewhere. Somehow, you 
must have communicated with them. I’ll find them, Kalib, and I’m going to tell them what you did right 
before | kill them.” 

“You forget—we’re all dead, just like your whore wife and bastard child,” Kalib said. His words 


came out slow and loud for emphasis. 

Jack’s left elbow shot up, connecting to the bottom of Kalib’s jaw and slamming his mouth shut in 
a teeth-rattling blow. Even with all the background noise on the crippled airliner, everyone heard the 
loud clap of teeth as they slammed into each other. Jack back-fisted him square in the nose for good 
measure and smiled when he heard the crackling as the cartilage in the bridge of his nose caved in 
under the force of the blow. Kalib’s head bounced off his seat and fell onto Jack’s shoulder as he lost 
consciousness. Jack pushed his head away and he fell forward against his restraints. 

Jack watched as blood dripped from Kalib’s nose like a leaky faucet. It ran into his mustache, 
pooled for a moment, and filtered through his beard and dumped onto his chest. With his nasal pas- 
sages blocked by his shattered nose cartilage, his breathing switched to open mouth, and every time 
he took a breath, he sucked in some of the blood from his mustache. After six or seven breaths, 
enough blood had pooled in his mouth that he choked on it. Jack watched with amusement as the un- 
conscious man struggled to keep from drowning in his own blood. 

Kalib coughed violently to clear out his throat and left a painted seat back in front of him. An ab- 
stract pattern of blood, snot, and broken pieces of teeth. 

His mouth now clear, the whole cycle started over again. 
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orty-four minutes until fuel exhaustion 


“THE RIGHT ENGINE JUST EXPLODED.” Jimmy came rushing into the cockpit seconds after the explosion. 
Kevin could barely hear him over the roar of the flames leaping from the wing where the missing en- 
gine had once hung. He looked over his shoulder and saw nothing but bright orange reflecting through 
the center of the aircraft. The flame coming out of the wing reached the rear of the airliner and looked 
like an Atlas rocket launch. 

The passengers jumped from their seats and raced for cover, holding their hands up to shield their 
faces from the intense heat. Seats started to melt and the softened plastic on the walls and ceiling 
drooped and sagged under its own weight. 

Kevin searched for the engine fire warning switch, confirmed that it was for the correct engine, 
and yanked on the handle. 

Nothing happened. 

“Better hurry up and get that fuel shut off,” Jimmy yelled. He braced himself in the cockpit doorway 
and watched Kevin hit the switch again. 

“We’re gonna lose that fuckin’ wing!” Jimmy screamed. 

Seconds later the fire was extinguished as the fuel shutoff did its job and starved the fire of fuel. 

The force of the explosion had rocked the airliner and forced the right wing to rise. Kevin turned 
the yoke to the right as far as it would go and stood hard on the right rudder. The rudder pedals felt 
like they were immersed in molasses, and they moved in tiny increments. The right rudder moved 
about a quarter inch and stopped. No matter how hard he pressed, they wouldn’t move any further for 
another twenty seconds or so. 

“Better get those wings level,” Jimmy screamed at him from the cockpit entrance. Kevin shook his 
head and sighed. No shit. 

He felt the hydraulic pressure release, then the right rudder moved another quarter inch in. And 
stop. It was as if the hydraulic system was fighting him, then giving in for a bit before fighting him 
again. He held full right aileron and right rudder, but the force momentum of the blast overpowered 
the impotent control inputs. 

Airliners weren’t meant to fly at a ninety-degree angle of bank, and they were approaching that 
now. He felt the automatic activation of the “stick shaker,” a built-in safeguard that was meant to alert 
pilots that they were about to lose aerodynamic lift and spin into the earth, leaving what Chuck Yeager 
termed a “smoking hole.” 

If he didn’t get that right wing down, they would flip over on their back and spin in. There was noth- 
ing more he could do, except goose the remaining left engine. Maybe the added thrust would increase 
the wing speed enough to overcome the inertia of the blast. He reached down, jammed the left throt- 
tle to the firewall and sweated through the lag of turbine engine spool-up. 

The left engine reached full thrust and he felt the rising momentum of the right wing start to slow 


down, and then stop. The right wing just hung there, pointing straight up into the sky. He felt the buf- 
feting of the airframe, a sure sign that they were only seconds from an aerodynamic stall and fatal 
spin. The nose of the airliner started buffeting and shaking, and he felt for sure that she was going to 
roll over on her back and surrender to the damage caused by the explosion. 

This can’t be how it ends. He thought of his little boy, Kevin Jr. Would they be reunited? 

He thought of Margie and envisioned her crying her eyes out at his memorial service. There was a 
line of people out the door waiting to comfort her. Beautiful flowers lined the room. Large photos were 
on easels across the front of the room. People stood in front of them and ran their fingers over them. 
Some cried, others laughed, as they reminisced together. 

All the photos were of Beverly. 

Beverly. Margie’s daughter. God, no. It was one thing to lose your lover. She’d get over him. Per- 
haps her husband would help her through this and they’d rebound and live happily ever after. At least 
some good would come of three hundred plus people dying and thousands more having their lives de- 
stroyed. 

But not losing Beverly. No. He couldn’t let Margie lose them both. That would overwhelm anybody. 
This isn’t how it ends. No. It’s not our time yet. 

Maybe it was the gods coming together to spare Margie, or the collective power of every soul on 
board praying to their individual god. Could have been the expert piloting skills of their new captain as 
well, but for whatever reason the big airliner kept flying with that right wing straight up. The nose 
dropped, but she didn’t flip on her back, and eventually the thrust of the left engine, God bless those 
engineers again, overcame everything that was working against them. 

Right before the nose would have shuddered for the final time, the left wing started to rise in slow 
motion, and it gathered speed. Yes. We’re making it. Sorry, Kevin Jr., but we’ll reunite another time. 

Kevin looked out the windshield and watched as the intersection of the moonlit sky and the dark 
ocean approached its normal place in the windshield and the big airliner approached level flight. He 
breathed a sigh of relief. Holy crap, that was close. 

And the left wing kept rising. What the...shit! Kevin grabbed the left throttle and yanked it all the 
way back to zero thrust. He was so busy enjoying the reprieve that he forgot to reduce the thrust of 
the left engine before they reached level. He got behind the airplane, a rookie mistake, and now the 
left wing was rising. He jerked the yoke left and slammed his foot on the left rudder pedal and the re- 
sults were the same as before. Nothing. Except this time it was worse—he had no right engine to in- 
crease thrust on. 

The airliner lumbered on, left wing rising slowly, while Kevin sat there helplessly. There was noth- 
ing more to do. His bag of tricks was empty. Then it dawned on him. Fuel transfer! He hit the transfer 
switch and sent the remaining fuel in the right outboard tank to the left outboard tank. It would take a 
while, and maybe not even work, but he had to try it. If he increased the weight in the left wing 
enough, it just might help lower the wing. 

He’d never know how much effect, if any, the fuel transfer had, but before the left wing pointed 
straight up, it stopped, and started to go down. He realized now that flying the damaged airliner was 
like piloting a battleship. Reactions to control movement and engine thrust took many seconds before 
they affected the flight of the lumbering airliner. He needed to plan his control inputs way ahead, like 
planning a turn in an oil tanker. He decided that when the wing was halfway to level, he’d switch con- 
trols to get a head start on halting the momentum of the wing. 

As the left wing made it halfway down to level, he increased engine thrust and neutralized the con- 
trols. The left wing dropped past level by about ten degrees and then started to rise. Eventually the air- 
liner’s rolling oscillations were reduced to just a couple of degrees each way, and Kevin felt confident 
enough to engage the autopilot. He watched the horizon line closely as he released the yoke, and 
after five minutes of straight and level flight went by, he felt confident the autopilot could safely fly the 
aircraft. 


Now, let’s see where we are. Kevin took out his iPhone to see where all the wild yanking and bank- 
ing had taken them. He was surprised to see that their heading toward Washington’s Island was only 
off by a few degrees. What do you know? Things are starting to look up. 

The little red battery icon flashed red, indicating that he only had ten percent battery power left. 
Shit! There’s no way this will last long enough to get us to Washington’s Island. Kevin pressed the 
power off button on the side of his phone and shut her down. 
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hirty-one minutes until fuel exhaustion 


“Jimmy, | NEED you. Now,” Kevin yelled through the open cockpit door. 

Jimmy came running up to the cockpit opening and braced himself against it with both hands. “Are 
you done with practicing your flight maneuvers? The passengers are requesting a refund.” 

“I’ve only got ten percent battery life left, and without my GPS we'll never be able to find Washing- 
ton’s Island. Find a passenger that has an iPhone charging cable in their carry-on. I'll need one with a 
twelve-volt plug in.” 

“Roger Wilco.” Jimmy took off on his search. 

Kevin looked at his Omega Speedmaster—the only watch approved by NASA for flight into space. 
The wind-up watch was built like a two-ton pickup and could withstand something like eight thousand 
g's. It never ran out of battery, because it didn’t have one. As long as you had enough energy to rub 
two fingers together, the Omega would run forever. 

The glow-in-the-dark markings on the watch let Kevin know that it had been almost three hours 
since the explosion. Like most of the instruments, the fuel gauges were all dead, so he needed to 
manually calculate the new fuel endurance. They’d burnt off a lot of fuel feeding the fire under the 
right wing. It had only lasted about twenty seconds, but he knew a flame lasting that long would have 
burned up a shit-ton of fuel. 

Jimmy came running into the cockpit. “We’ve got a big problem. There’s a bad fuel odor coming 
from the right wing. You must be losing fuel. By the truckload.” 

“Are you sure the smell isn’t left over from the fire?” 

“No way, man. | can even see a mist of fuel trailing behind the wing. Better figure out a way to 
transfer that fuel over.” 

Kevin looked at the fuel transfer switch and realized that he’d never shut it off. Yeesh, another 
rookie mistake. “Already on it,” he said. 

“No luck on the charging cord yet.” Jimmy turned and trotted away. “But I'll find one.” 

You better, or we’re all Sonna die in the Pacific Ocean. 

Kevin thought about the fuel situation. He had no idea how much fuel, if any, was being trans- 
ferred to the left wing tanks. For all he knew the remaining fuel in the right wing tanks of the airliner 
might wind up being spilled overboard. All his fuel calculations didn’t mean a damn thing. 

And then there was that storm he had seen earlier. It was probably much bigger by now, but he 
had no choice except to barge right through it. Crippled airliner or not, a beeline to Washington’s Is- 
land was their only hope. 
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wenty-one minutes until fuel exhaustion 


“THIS IS NOT GooD,” Said Beverly. She was standing in the cockpit, looking over Kevin’s shoulder as 
he watched the radar picture of the storm on his iPhone. 

“Maybe we should just fly around it?” said Beverly. She shuffled her feet nervously. “We’re going 
pretty fast, and it won’t take us that long and—” 

“No. | can’t risk running out of fuel,” said Kevin. 

“| disagree,” said Beverly. “The storm’s gigantic and it’s really scary. | think you should skirt the 
edge, at least fly around the center. There is probably going to be some icing and maybe even hail.” 

“I’ve made my decision. We’re flying through this. Now go sit down and buckle up, the shit’s about 
to hit the fan.” 

Beverly let out a sigh, turned around, and left the cockpit. 

The initial entry into the storm was bumpier then Kevin had thought it would be. The big airliner 
made noises he’d never heard from an airliner before. It sounded like metal bending and grating to- 
gether, and he found himself praying to the engineering gods again. 

The turbulence started to wane and it began to rain so hard that water poured in the windshield in 
front of the left seat, soaking everything in the cockpit. Kevin worried how much water it would take to 
short out the entire cockpit, and decided that he couldn’t do anything about it, so he pushed it out of 
his mind. 

The rain came in sheets through the opening in the cabin roof, and the passengers near the center 
of the airliner were drenched within seconds. Since the airliner fuselage was airtight, the deluge of in- 
coming water would have no place to go. It would seep through the floor and fill up the cargo hold, 
which would kill any “buoyancy” supplied by the cargo hold that he’d hoped to have when they 
ditched. Now they’d sink like a stone. 

How much water could this thing hold before it broke in half? What would that added weight do to 
the approach speed? 

And then the hail came. Out of nowhere. It pummeled the windshield with solid balls of ice the size 
of golf balls. It was relentless, never pausing for even a second, just getting louder and louder as they 
slogged towards the heart of the storm. It got to the point that Kevin couldn’t even hear the engine 
over the constant pounding of hail. 

The plane jerked violently left, right, up, and down. His reaction wasn’t quick enough, and the lack 
of fully functioning controls left him a step behind the runaway airliner. He felt like a newbie on his 
first day in flight school. Maybe Beverly was right and this was a mistake. 

The first of the lightning strikes took him by surprise, and the flash blinded him. After that, he kept 
his eyes squinted half-closed. The frequency of the lightning picked up, and it got to the point that he 
could turn over his left shoulder and look into the cabin, never having to wait more than a few sec- 
onds to see it illuminated by a gazillion gigawatts of cosmic energy. In that instant of bright light, he 


saw hail bouncing through the cabin and pelting people. Bouncing off walls, floors, ceilings, ricochet- 
ing all over the place like a thousand-ball pinball machine gone mad. 

The passengers were burying their faces between their knees and covering the backs of their 
heads with their hands to shield them from the icy attack. Kevin caught a glimpse of white on the floor 
of the airliner and had a vision of the entire back of the airliner filling up with hail, every passenger en- 
cased in a block of ice, the weight becoming too much for the damaged structure to bear and snap- 
ping the plane in half like a toothpick. 

More flashes of lightning followed, each one attached to a cannon of thunder that vibrated its way 
through the airliner. Each flash of lightning brought a grimmer picture of his windshield. It had become 
spiderwebbed edge to edge, and the only thing holding it together was the sheet of plastic between 
the layers of glass. He said a silent prayer to the engineers who had designed the windshield, hoping 
they had thought to protect the stupid pilots who would blunder into such horrific weather conditions. 

If that windshield caved in, even if he didn’t die from the flying glass, the hail would drive him from 
the cockpit. He thought for a second of the pilots of Swissair who’d had an in-flight cockpit fire many 
years ago. The cockpit had gotten so hot that the pilots had to abandon it. He couldn’t imagine the 
shock among the first-class passengers when they saw the cockpit door burst open, followed by the 
screaming pilots as they ran out of the cockpit with their clothes on fire. At that point, those passen- 
gers knew they were having a bad day. 

He couldn't let that happen to his passengers. There would be no leaving this cockpit. He thought 
about engaging the autopilot and lying on the floor until they were through the storm. If they got 
through the storm, then he could get back in the seat and fly the plane. But he couldn’t bring himself 
to leave his station. The autopilot was not reliable and could fail at any second, and he had to be in 
his seat to take the controls right away if it did. He would hand-fly and stay in his seat until the end. If 
the windshield gave way and sliced him into a hundred pieces, then so be it. 

He ducked down a little lower in his seat. 

As quick as the hail had started, it stopped, and the rain started again. A steady stream of water 
poured through the bullet hole in the windshield. The cold water sprayed all over Kevin and soaked 
him to the bone. The lightning flashes came less frequently, and seemed to be far enough away that 
Kevin didn’t need to squint anymore to prevent being flash-blinded. They were approaching the back 
of the storm. 

Within minutes, the rain stopped, and a few seconds later Kevin spotted the moon poking through 
the thinning cloud layer. Relief started to set in, and he let out a long exhale and rubbed the back of 
his neck. Excluding the spiderweb cracks, the view out the windshield was clear as any night he’d 
seen. Maybe there was a God. Or someone on board had a pretty powerful guardian angel. He thought 
of Kevin Jr., and smiled. 

He took out his iPhone to see how close they were to Washington’s Island. He held the sleep/wake 
button to turn it on, and nothing happened. The battery was dead. 

“Jimmy,” he screamed. 

A few seconds later, Jimmy came into the cockpit. “Yo.” 

“Any luck with that iPhone charging cord?” 

“No.” 

“My phone’s dead. Check the pilots’ pockets and see if they have a smartphone. Every pilot | know 
who’s worth their weight in salt flies with ForeFlight.” 

Jimmy turned and left without speaking. Five minutes later, he came back with a single iPhone. 
“Roy had this, but | couldn’t find anything on Tom.” He handed the phone to Kevin, who swiped side- 
ways. 


“Crap, it’s locked. This doesn’t do us any good.” He turned in his seat and handed the phone back 
to Jimmy. “It’s got that fingerprint ID thingy. Go get Roy’s fingers and try them all until you get his 
phone unlocked. Hopefully it works with a dead man, or you’ll be peeling his skin off and covering your 
fingers with it to fool the device.” 

Jimmy grimaced. “Oh, that’s fuckin’ creepy.” 

A few minutes later Jimmy came running into the cockpit. “It worked, and it’s got ninety-eight per- 
cent battery life.” He handed Kevin the phone. “Need anything else? I’ve gotta get back to Carol.” 

“Get Beverly for me, and then get buckled in. We should be getting close.” 

Jimmy ran from the cockpit and called for Beverly. 

Ninety-eight percent battery power. He should have known Roy would come through. Now we just 
need to see if he had ForeFlight on it. Kevin eyed the home screen and spotted the blue icon with the 
white airplane. Of course he does. Thank you, Captain Roy. 

He pressed on the app, and within seconds he knew where they were. 
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our minutes until fuel exhaustion 


WHEN ForeFLIGHT SHoweD that they were twelve miles from Washington’s Island, Kevin pulled back 
the left engine throttle to zero thrust and tugged on the yoke. By raising the nose, he would bleed off 
airspeed. It was critical that he hit a hundred and forty-eight knots on splashdown. 

Too fast, and they’d fly right by Washington’s Island, and everyone who survived the ditching would 
drown. Too slow, and they’d sink like a water skier whose tow rope had broken. Except there was no 
life preserver to keep them up. They’d hit the water so hard that the airliner would shatter on impact. 

“I see it, | see it!” Beverly’s screamed in Kevin’s ear. She stood behind him in the cockpit and held 
on to the back of his seat for support. Her hands tapped and grabbed at his shoulders like an excited 
kid waiting in line to sit on Santa’s lap. She jumped up and down and she pointed into the darkness. 
“Oh God, yes! There it is.” 

“| don’t see it, where is it?” Kevin leaned forward and squinted, as if getting nine inches closer to 
Washington’s Island would help. It didn’t. 

“There. It’s right there.” Beverly pointed again, her young eyes spotting the silhouette of the small 
moonlit island against the dark waters of the Pacific. He squinted and thought he saw something, but 
worried that he was trying too hard and only imagining it. God, | hope she’s right. 

“See it?” Beverly asked. 

“Not yet.” 

“Just right of the nose, at two o’clock.” 

Kevin still wasn’t sure what he saw was real. He looked down at ForeFlight’s moving map and fo- 
cused on the little purple square that he’d placed over Washington’s Island, designating it as a way- 
point. 

Earlier, Kevin had had a brief moment of panic, wondering if Washington’s Island was still there. 
He based their whole survival on a four-Square-mile piece of land that until a few hours ago he hadn’t 
even known existed, in the middle of the biggest ocean in the world. How often was the satellite im- 
agery of the deep South Pacific updated? What if a hurricane had blown it away, or an earthquake had 
sunk it? 

Beverly placed both her hands on the sides of his head. Her touch was soft and gentle, and she 
turned his head to the right. 

“Look now. Do you see it, Captain?” Her voice was calm and relaxed, like they were stargazing on 
a clear evening. “Turn us twenty degrees to the right, and you'll be perfectly lined up for your landing.” 

“| see it!” 

He marveled at the beauty of the small shadow of land in the middle of a dark, endless ocean. 
That they’d made it this far to see land was a miracle. He turned the yoke slightly to the right. He knew 
the airliner would not respond right away, and he held the yoke exactly where he knew it should be for 
a ten-degree right bank. 


After about five seconds, the big airliner caught up with his control input and started a slow roll to 
the right. The nose of the airliner swung to the right, and about five seconds before he guessed that 
they would be lined up for the landing, he brought the yoke back to neutral. Five seconds later, the big 
airliner leveled off, not perfectly in line with their landing spot, but close. He could fine-tune it from 
here with no trouble. 

“We’re here,” Beverly said. Her voice took on a Spiritual tone. “Il can’t believe you actually did it. 
Great job, Captain.” She patted him on the shoulder. 

Kevin focused on the next steps he needed to take to get his passengers out alive. Seeing Wash- 
ington’s Island was great, the greatest sight he’d ever seen, but it meant nothing if he couldn’t slow 
the big airliner and set her down close to it. That was the only chance he had of saving the passen- 
gers. The old adage that “a good landing starts with a good approach” was never more meaningful 
than now. He didn’t have the luxury of a do-over. He had one chance to nail the landing. 

This was it, the moment of truth, and his heart pounded in his chest. In a few minutes, this flight 
would be over. Forever engrained in the aviation history books to be case-studied by future pilots. He 
smiled and zoned in on the task at hand. 

“Go prepare the cabin for ditching,” he ordered. “Get the main doors open for quick evacuation. 
Tell as many folks as you can that we’ll be ditching in shallow water twenty-five yards from land. The 
land will be on the left side of the aircraft. Have them look for it before we touch down so that they 
know it exists. That'll give them hope when they see it for themselves. Remind them about their seat 
cushions being a flotation device. Go. Now!” 

Beverly turned and ran out of the cockpit. At zero thrust the loud engine noise was gone, and 
Kevin could hear her make the announcement as soon as she left. He focused on the flying. 

With minor adjustments to throttle and yoke, he kept Washington’s Island in the sweet spot in the 
windshield that would lead them to a mid-island splashdown just off the beach. When his flight experi- 
ence told him they had about a minute left before splashdown, he turned in his seat and screamed as 
loud as he could, “One minute to splashdown! One minute to splashdown!” He pulled his seat belt and 
shoulder harness as tight as they would go. This was it. One way or another, this crazy flight from hell 
was finally over. 

The only question that remained was if there’d be any survivors. 
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wo minutes until fuel exhaustion 


BeverLY FOUND Jimmy and Carol sitting in the first row. “We’re splashing down shortly. Captain 
wants the main cabin doors open. l'Il brief the passengers.” 

Most of the passengers had cried themselves out long ago, their dour faces signaling that they 
had accepted their fate and were ready to die. “Everybody listen up,” Beverly shouted as she made 
her way down the aisle into the coach. The passengers nearest to her stopped praying and looked up. 

“The captain has found an island, and we'll be making a water landing in a few minutes. We'll be 
landing twenty yards offshore in warm, shallow water. Be prepared to swim and wade to the island 
with your seat cushion as a flotation device. Look out the left side of the aircraft, and in a few minutes 
you'll see the island.” 

When the realization that they might live registered in them, their whole body language changed. 
They had hope. A murmur swept through them and they sat up in their seats, heads pivoted left to 
search for land. They started shouting questions to Beverly, but she ignored them and moved to an- 
other section of the airliner, repeating her message. Every ten rows she’d stop and broadcast, until 
she reached the back of the big airliner. Then she backtracked and worked her way forward, repeating 
the message until she reached the first-class section, where Carol, Jimmy, and Sal were strapped in 
the first row. Jimmy and Carol had opened the main cabin doors, and a warm breeze of fresh air filled 
the cabin. 

“It’s time.” Carol patted the empty seat next to her. “Get buckled in.” 

Beverly sat down and fastened her seat belt. The four of them grasped each other’s hands. 

“Listen up,” Carol said. “No matter what, nobody gets left behind. We all come out of this together. 
Then we help all the passengers out.” She extended an arm out, palm down. 

“Yes, agreed,” said Beverly and placed her hand on top of Carol’s. 

“Deal,” said Sal, who put his hand on top of Beverly’s. 

“Fuck yeah,” said Jimmy, who slapped his hand down on Sal’s so hard that it made him wince. 
“Fuck yeah.” 

—S> 

“THIRTY SECONDS TO TOUCHDOWN,” Kevin screamed over his shoulder to everyone who could hear him 
over the idling engine. He had the airliner stabilized in a five-hundred-foot-per-minute descent and his 
landing point was spot on. The only thing that remained was for him to inch the yoke back just before 
touchdown. 

A calmness overtook him and he let out a deep tired breath. This was it. He’d done all that he 
could and was proud of his efforts. Proud of getting them this far. The rest was up to fate. 

The left engine sputtered, and died. 

Shit. He grabbed the yoke and felt the “stick shaker” activate. He immediately pushed the yoke 
forward to steepen the descent and make up for the loss of thrust from the engine. If the airspeed de- 


cayed any more, they’d spin into the ocean. The ocean loomed in his windshield, and at the last sec- 
ond before splashdown, he pulled back the yoke to arrest the steep descent. 

The splashdown on the water didn’t go as well as he’d thought it would. The belly of the airliner 
plowed into the surf so hard that they were launched airborne for a second before they hit again. The 
impact drove him into the shoulder harness with such force that he lost his breath. The second touch- 
down was so violent that the airliner snapped in half, the loud explosion from the shattered I-beams 
sounding like a volley of sixteen inch guns from the Battleship USS New Jersey. 

The first half of the airliner dug its flat nose into the water and somersaulted over itself before 
coming to a stop right side up. The passengers held on to the seat backs in front of them and were 
slammed hard against their seat belts, stretching their spines to the breaking point. A hit-your-funny- 
bone numbness spread through their bodies. 

The aluminum hulk came to a rest on the ocean floor in about six feet of water. The gentle waves 
lapped at its sides and the fuselage filled up in seconds. 

Jimmy was the first one to undo his seat belt. “Wow, what a ride!” He turned to Beverly. “I got 
Carol, you help Sal.” 

He grabbed Carol’s hand and guided her towards the main cabin exit. He made her go first, and 
with her seat cushion held against her chest, she jumped into the warm, dark water. He jumped in 
after her. They swam for a few feet and felt the sand under their feet. Jimmy grabbed Carol and kissed 
her. 

“Holy crap, we freakin’ made it,” he said. 

She started to cry and squeezed him so tight he couldn’t breathe. 

Sal was next, and with his bum leg, he did better in the water than on solid ground. Beverly was 
right behind him and offered to take him ashore, but he waved her off. “l'Il be fine. Help the passen- 
gers.” He floated towards the island on his back. 

The three of them stayed by the side of the airliner and guided the surviving passengers towards 
the shoreline. 

After the airliner had broken in two, the second half had become airborne, flown over the first half, 
and dug in on the next impact. The passengers in the rows closest to where the airliner had broken in 
half had it the worst. The force of the water on impact had blasted into them at over a hundred miles 
per hour, pounding them with such force that the first few rows of seats had collapsed backwards. 
Their inhabitants were forced flat and ended up lying on their backs, on the laps of the passengers be- 
hind them, making it difficult for them to escape. 

Most of the passengers in the rear section managed to free themselves and get to shore. Eight of 
them died on impact or drowned. 

Everyone from the front portion of the airliner made it out alive. 

Except for the pilot. 
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t took Jack a second to regain his bearings after the airliner came to a rest. The first thing 
he noticed was the silence. Some of the passengers were crying as they struggled to free 
themselves from their seats, but compared to the scream of a jet engine, he hardly heard 

them. 

He and Kalib were sitting in the front section of coach, and the water had already risen past his 
seat. Jack freed himself from his seat belt and stood up, his tall frame pushing his head against the 
overhead compartments. He held Kalib up and waited as the water rose. 

When the water reached above seat back level, he laid Kalib on his back and swam toward the 
opening. He pulled Kalib through the water as he swam, helping himself move by grabbing the seat 
backs and pulling himself closer to the opening with his free hand. 

Once he was free of the airliner, he found his footing and waded to shore with Kalib in tow. They 
reached land next to the others, and he threw Kalib down on the sand. Kalib tried to stand, getting up 
to his knees, and Jack kicked him in the solar plexus so hard that Kalib’s breath emptied from his 
lungs with an audible ooof, followed by wheezing and coughing. He fell to his hands and knees and 
continued to struggle to catch his breath. 

“Don’t move,” said Jack. 

He didn’t. 


BEVERLY RAN uP To Jimmy. “Where’s Kevin?” 

“| don’t know.” He turned to Carol. “Have you seen him?” 

“No.” 

Beverly turned and looked out at the pieces of the sunken airliner. There were still people swim- 
ming and wading towards the shore. Her young eyes had adjusted well to the moonlit night, and her 
heart rate spiked when she realized that none of the remaining swimmers was Kevin. 

“Maybe he’s still in the cockpit.” She ran into the surf. “Come on, we can’t leave him in there.” 

Nate was the last passenger Beverly encountered on her way back out to the airliner. He was 
standing in waist-deep water, gingerly helping an old lady wade to shore. She was the lady seated next 
to him. 

“Have you seen Kevin?” she asked. 

“No.” 

“Oh no, he must still be in the cockpit.” 

Nate saw Jimmy approaching and steered the old lady’s arm into his hand. “Can you help her? I’m 
going back to get Kevin.” 

“I’ve got her,” Jimmy said. He took hold of the old lady’s arm and waded back to the shore. When 
he got there, he sat her down on the sand and made sure she was okay. He looked back to the airliner 
to see if Kevin was anywhere in sight. 

He wasn’t. 
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“K evin, you in there?” Beverly screamed through the open windshield into the dark cockpit. 


There was no answer. The water poured in with each lap of waves and soon the whole cockpit 
would be submerged. 

“Watch out.” Nate pushed past her, climbed up on the airliner, and dove headfirst through the 
windshield and into the cockpit. Nick was right behind him, but he couldn’t fit through the small open- 
ing in the windshield, so he waited in the water with Beverly. 

As soon as Nate went underwater, he felt Kevin brush against his hip. He was fully submerged. He 
had no idea how long Kevin had been underwater or if he was dead or alive. He grabbed him with 
both hands, rose to the surface, and got Kevin’s face above water. He floated him up over to the hole 
in the windshield. 

“He’s got him,” Nick said to Beverly. He reached through the windshield, grabbed Kevin under his 
arms, and guided his face over to the hole in the windshield to lift him out. 

Kevin was unresponsive. 

“Is he okay?” Beverly asked. 

“Don’t know,” Nick grunted as he tried to pull him free. 

Nate pushed from below. They got Kevin’s head through the opening, but they couldn’t get his 
shoulders through. 

Nate said to his brother, “It’s no use, he’s not gonna fit. Hold him up. I’m going to check and see if 
| can swim him out through the cockpit door.” Nate took a deep breath, flipped over, and disappeared 
into the dark water. 

Nick and Beverly kept trying to work Kevin through the hole in the windshield, but no matter which 
way they turned him, they couldn’t get his shoulders through. 

“Damn, he won't fit,” Beverly said. She and Nick held him up tight to the windshield and watched 
helplessly as the waves filled up the cockpit. 

Nate resurfaced and tried to help with a push. 

“This isn’t going to work,” she said. “Can you get him out though the cockpit door?” 

“No. It’s jammed closed. It’s out the front windscreen or he drowns.” He disappeared under the 
water again. 

She didn’t know what to do. She prayed for guidance and felt the cold steel of the crash axe 
against her arm. 

“Here, take this.” Nate surfaced. “Make the hole bigger. Hammer away at the edges. Hurry.” 

Beverly took the axe and started to swing. Nick grabbed it. “I got this.” He climbed up on the fuse- 
lage, sat above the windshield and started to swing down with the axe. 

He hacked at the windshield, but the going was slow. The windshield was over two inches thick 
and contained two layers of plexiglass that sandwiched a layer of glass. They were all glued together 
with plastic sheets between them to prevent shattering. Turned out that Kevin’s concern about the 
windshield caving in was a waste of time. The thing was tough as nails, which might just prove his un- 
doing if Nick couldn’t chop his way through it in time. 

Water continued to rise in the cockpit, and Nate supported Kevin’s face above the rising sea for as 


long as he could. Solid thunks of the axe resulted in small pieces of plexiglass peppering them with 
each swing. 

“Hurry,” Beverly said. “It’s filling up fast.” 

Nick responded with another solid thunk of the axe on plexiglass, and another, as he chipped 
away at the opening. The water level had risen to critically high. In another couple of seconds, Nate 
would no longer be able to hold Kevin’s mouth above water. 

“Stop the axe. We gotta get out. Right now,” Nate yelled. He slid Kevin over to the hole in the wind- 
shield and pushed him into it. He and Nick managed to scrape Kevin’s torso through the opening, 
leaving a trail of deep scratches and cuts all over him, but his belt snagged on something. Beverly 
supported Kevin’s head and shoulders outside the airliner and Nick went to work on freeing his belt. 

“Nate, push harder.” 

No answer. Nick couldn’t see Nate anymore. He’d slipped underwater. 

“Oh God. Nate!” Nick yelled. “Hold on, Nate.” He pulled as hard as he could, but Kevin was stuck 
in the windshield. His brother was going to drown if he didn’t get Kevin free. He started to push Kevin 
back into the cockpit to clear the opening so that he could dive in and get to his brother. 

A pair of meaty arms shouldered into Nick and grabbed Kevin under his arms. 

“Get out of the way.” It was Jack. He ripped Kevin through the hole. Kevin screamed out loud and 
his body stiffened as the jagged edges of the windshield tore open his flesh. When clear of the cock- 
pit, Jack floated him off to Beverly. 

“Get him ashore. Bring him over to the fire, get the first aid kit, and get his wounds cleaned and 
bandaged. Have the nurse help you. And keep the sand out of his wounds.” 

Beverly floated Kevin on his back to shore. She heard him moaning in pain and felt his whole body 
shaking. 

Nick jumped into the cockpit and found Nate underwater. He was unconscious. He handed him up 
to Jack, who pulled him out of the cockpit with no effort. He tossed him over his shoulder and headed 
for the beach. 

With each step, he drove his shoulder into Nate’s midsection and fired out the seawater that was 
in his lungs. By the time Jack set him on the sand, Nate was conscious and breathing on his own. 

“Is he all right?” Nick asked. His voice was filled with fear, and his legs trembled so hard that he 
had to kneel down in the sand to avoid them collapsing. 

“I’m okay,” Nate said between coughs. “Did we get Kevin out?” 

“Yeah, he'll be fine,” said Jack. “He’ll be sore for a while, but thanks to you he’s alive. None of us 
could have fit through the windshield and did what you did. You saved his life. Nice work, young man,” 
Jack patted Nate on the head and ruffled his wet hair. “Nice work.” 
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he text notification on Margie’s phone woke her from a deep sleep. She reached out, 
fumbled for her phone, and smiled as she opened her eyes. He’s finally here. Yay! 
She looked at the notification and saw that it was from her friend Katherine. What the 
—? Her brow wrinkled in confusion. She looked out her window and saw that it was still dark outside. 
Not good. 

Her heart started to race and she swiped to read the message. 

Katherine: Call me ASAP 

Margie tapped the little phone icon next to the text message, and Katherine picked up on the first 
ring. 

“Have you heard?” 

“Heard? No. Heard what?” Margie asked. 

“Oh God, Margie, I’m so sorry to have to break this to you, but we lost one of our planes.” 

“What?” Margie jumped out of bed and started pacing around her hotel room. “Which one? Where 
was it headed?” 

“Flight 2262. HNL.” 

“Oh God. Oh God.” Margie sat down on the bed and rested her forehead in her hand. “Are you sure 
that it’s 2262? What happened?” 

“Yes, we're sure. Nobody knows. It disappeared from radar a few hours into the flight.” 

Margie was silent as the realization that Kevin was dead started to sink in. Katherine was saying 
something, but Margie wasn’t paying attention to her. Kevin was dead. No, this couldn’t be. Was this a 
bad dream? A dark cloud settled over her and she hung up the phone, crawled under the covers, and 
cried herself to sleep. 

She woke up a few hours later, hoping that it was all a bad dream, but the gigantic knot in the pit 
of her stomach told her that it was real. She swallowed hard. Tears ran down her cheeks, and she 
didn’t bother wiping them off. 

She looked out the window and could see the beginning of daylight as the sun streamed through 
the curtains. She reached for the remote and turned on the TV. 

It was all over the news. Over three hundred people missing and presumed dead. Including Kevin. 
She buried her head in her pillow and cried. Her phone rang and she picked it up to see who was call- 
ing. It was her husband, Ted. 

“Hello?” 

“Where are you? Have you heard?” He sounded terrible. 

“Yeah, I’ve heard. Very sad.” She thought of Kevin. 

“Sad?” His voice rose a level. “That’s all that you have to say? Our Beverly is missing and pre- 
sumed dead, and you think that it’s sad? Jesus fuckin’ Christ, Margie.” He hung up on her. 

It took a second for what Ted had said to sink in. Our daughter? Beverly? What does she have to 
do...? Was she? Oh dear God, no! She wasn’t scheduled to be on 2262. No. NO. This couldn’t be hap- 
pening! 

She dialed operations and heard a busy signal. She texted Katherine but received no answer. She 


went through her contact list and found the chief pilot’s cell number, and called that. 
“Otto.” 
“Russ, it’s Margie,” she said, her voice frantic with panic. “Can you confirm the flight crew?” 
“Oh God, Margie,” There was a pause. “I’m sorry.” 
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he nurse finished bandaging up Kevin and smiled at him. “There. All set. Just keep dry 
and clean and you'll be fine. On to the next patient.” She winked at him and trudged 
through the sand. 

He was in a lot of pain and had so many bandages that he looked like a mummy, but he still 
couldn’t help but admire the young brunette’s form as she strolled away. Her wet jeans and blouse 
clung to her voluptuous body, and in the moonlight it looked like she was only wearing body paint. It 
reminded him of his last trip to Key West during Fantasy Fest. 

“Hello?” Beverly slapped him on the side of his head. 

His grin faded. “Oh. How long’ve you been standing there?” 

“Are you kidding me? Just look at you. You’re a mess. You used up all the bandages on the entire 
airliner. And after all the crap we’ve been through, you're still checking out the nurse’s ass?” She 
sighed and shook her head. 

“What?” He shrugged. “I’m a guy, that’s what we do.” 

She sat down next to him and stared out at the ocean. They sat there for a few minutes looking 
out to sea and enjoying the view before Beverly broke the silence. 

“Il want to apologize for my behavior. | let my emotions get the best of me and | was mean to you. 
Part of the problems with my parents’ marriage is that my dad can be very mean and hurtful. | saw 
that in myself and | feel terrible. Not just because of how it made you feel, but because | can’t stand 
that trait in people.” 

Kevin waved a hand in dismissal. “Don’t sweat it, it’s all good.” He hesitated, then asked, “But how 
did you know? About your mom and me?” 

“My dad came to me a while ago. He was afraid Mom was having an affair. Her trip layovers were 
longer and more frequent than they’ve ever been. It didn’t make any sense, since she had seniority 
and she could select any trips she wanted. She could just about sleep in her own bed every night if 
she wanted to.” She looked down and her fingers poked little holes in the virgin sand. “And then there 
was the diet, the new workout routine, just a whole bunch of stuff that was driving him crazy. Plus she 
seemed happier. More relaxed. | couldn’t believe my mom would do that, but | told him | would look 
into it. | thought about it, and | realized if it was true, then it would probably be with someone she 
worked with. So | asked my boyfriend to hack into our airline’s scheduling and buddy pass system.” 

“Beverly! You hacked into the airline’s computers? That’s criminal.” 

She silently acknowledged his accusation. 

“Yeah, well, people do stupid things when they’re desperate, and | didn’t know of any other way to 
figure this out. So we cross-checked Mom’s trip schedule with every male pilot’s trip schedules and 
buddy pass requests to see if there was a pattern of men she worked with or men who requested 
buddy passes to her trip destinations. You came up about fifty times more than anyone else, so it was 
a no-brainer, especially after | heard about your wife.” 

“Ex-wife,” he corrected. “How’d you hack into the computer system?” 

“That part was easy. My ex-boyfriend is a software developer from MIT. He specializes in IT secu- 
rity. It’s pretty scary what he can do with code. He brute-force-hacked in, created an admin user ac- 


count with password, and I’ve been using it ever since.” 

“And that’s how you wound up on this flight.” He answered his own question. 

“Yeah. After following Mom’s trail for a few months, | knew there was something going on between 
you two. My ex setup an email alert that notified me whenever your trips coincided or when you re- 
quested a buddy pass to her layover destination. | saw that you were on this flight, and | switched 
flights with Tess at the last minute.” 

When Kevin heard Tess’s name, he wondered what it would be like to be sitting here in the sand 
talking with her instead of Beverly. Stuck on a deserted island with Tess, now that would be fun. He 
grinned, let out a loud breath, and shook the thought from his mind. 

“Bet she’s glad she switched flights with you now,” said Kevin. His attempt at humor didn’t go over 
well. 

“Tess. She’s another one who wouldn’t shut up about you. | got sick of hearing about it. She made 
it her mission in life to sleep with you, and you kept turning her down. She’d actually complain to me 
that you were the only man that ever rejected her. Why? How could you say no to her?” 

“| don’t know, | guess | just wanted to spend time with your mom.” 

“Yeah, right.” She rolled her eyes and snorted in disbelief. “Anyway, | planned to find you and Mom 
together and confront you. She didn’t even know that | was on this flight. Bet she knows now. Today is 
her birthday. Some birthday, huh? Losing your boyfriend and your daughter on the same flight.” 

“I know. | have a present for her in my carry-on,” Kevin said. He looked out towards the sunken air- 
liner, the big silver tail still visible in the waning moonlight. No matter how long he looked at it, the 
scene still seemed surreal to him, like the final scene in Planet of the Apes where the Statue of Liberty 
is buried up to her torch in sand. 

“I guess we'll find out how the iWatch stands up to saltwater.” 

“Wow, the iWatch. That’s a perfect gift for her.” She crossed her arms over her knees and rested 
her chin on them. A tear streamed down her cheek, hanging on her chin for a second before falling 
into the sand. “Do you think she’ll give up on us?” 

“No way. Your mom won’t give up on us.” 

“| have a confession to make.” She brought her face up from her arms but didn’t look at him. 
“When I was helping the passengers to shore, | realized | hadn’t seen you exit the plane. But I...1 didn’t 
care.” She paused, as if waiting for a reaction. 

He didn’t say anything. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “| hated you for what you did. | guess | just thought that if you died, this 
whole mess with Mom would die too.” She sniffled and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. 
“Then all of a sudden, | had a vision of your memorial service. Shock is a funny thing. Here | am help- 
ing passengers wade to shore after surviving an airliner crash and this is what’s playing in my mind. | 
saw Mom. She was broken up beyond comforting. And the mourners weren’t just there, they were dis- 
traught, hugging and kissing each other in sorrow. Even your ex-wife was there, bawling her eyes out. 
She was with a guy who had plumber’s overalls on. Guess that relates to her screwing the plumber 
while you were out on a trip. | can’t imagine going from an airline captain to a plumber, but hey, what- 
ever works for you.” 

She laughed, elbowed Kevin in the side, and wiped a tear from her cheek. Kevin winced from the 
pain but couldn’t help but smile at her humor. 

After a few seconds of silence he turned somber and told Beverly something he had never told 
anyone. “My wife never recovered from losing our son. The impact of that sent her reeling down a 
slope of addiction and depression. | tried everything, but there was no slowing down the runaway 
freight train of self destruction. | was even willing to look past her indiscretions. At first, anyway. But 
her affairs were too numerous and took too much out of me. It was like she was trying to destroy us so 
she didn’t have to see me and think of our son. | was almost relieved when | walked in on them. When 
| caught her and Rod, | filmed them with my phone, sent a copy to my lawyer, and filed for divorce the 


next day.” 

“Rod? His name is Rod?” 

“Yeah. | know, right?” He laughed. “I caught Rod giving my wife his rod.” Perhaps it was the fa- 
tigue, or maybe just the whole crazy adventure had finally caught up with them, but they both giggled 
like school kids at his silly joke before Beverly turned serious. 

“Then Janice from the parking garage showed up, and the whole place just started bawling their 
eyes out when they saw her walk in. Everybody knew it was you who saved her that night, but nobody 
ever talked about it. She walked over to me. She still had a slight limp in her step. Her husband was 
holding her arm, and she stopped right in front of me and looked right at me. She hugged me and 
cried that she’d never gotten the chance to thank you.” 

They both sat silently, then Beverly continued. 

“| don’t know where any of that came from. Maybe it was your conversation with Captain Roy when 
you first got on the plane. | overheard it all. After he got out of the lav, he mentioned to Tom that he 
just ran into you. Tom just about goes apeshit with his praise for you, a full-grown bromance. Then 
their cockpit visitor chimes in, more words of praise about what a great freaking guy you are. Yada, 
yada, yada. | felt like interrupting them and telling them that their hero is sleeping with a married 
woman. Then, of course, the subject turned to Janice and the parking garage...” 

A small smile appeared on Kevin’s face and he looked down at his left hand. He opened and 
closed it a few times. For the first time since the fight, he was pain-free, and other than a few small 
scars, that had been the last remaining remnant of the parking garage fight. 

“That’s when it hit me that | couldn’t just let you die, despite how awful you are for sleeping with 
my mom. I’m sorry | thought that, and that | didn’t try to help you sooner.” Her whole body trembled, 
and she placed her hands over her face and cried softly. 

Kevin bumped her shoulder with his, a playful gesture meant to lighten the moment. “Oh, come 
on, people do crazy shit under the kind of stress we just went through. | probably would have done the 
same thing if | were in your shoes.” 

“| doubt it, but thanks for saying that.” 

“FII make you a deal,” he said. “You stop crying and beating yourself up over this, and when we get 
off this island, I'll call Janice. Then she can thank me and move on.” He paused. “But I’m not breaking 
up with your mom. We never really spoke about family. It was just sort of understood between us that 
we would work things out. | assumed she was getting a divorce, and of course she knew about my ex. 
It’s all my fault, though. | didn’t ask the hard questions because | was afraid to hear the answers. | 
didn’t want to know about her marriage or her family or kids. | just wanted to have fun. | never thought 
about how much pain we were causing other people. | mean, the thought would pass through my mind 
that she was still married, but | dismissed it and grabbed another drink.” 

“And | lied to you,” she said. 

“What?” 

“| lied to you about Mom.” 

“What do you mean? Lied about what?” 

“Her and Dad are getting a divorce, but it has nothing to do with you.” 

“Wait. You told me that—” 

“| know,” Beverly cut him off. “I was angry and | took it out on you. The truth is that they had al- 
ready started the divorce process. I’m sorry. | have no excuse for my behavior.” She stood up and 
walked away. “Sorry.” 

Kevin watched her walk away and sighed. Women. Go figure... 

He stood up and walked over to the fire, where many of the passengers were recovering. He spot- 
ted Nate and Nick sitting on the sand and made a beeline for them. Both looked worn out, eyelids 
half-closed, bodies slouched. 

“Hey, boys,” Kevin said. He sat down next to them. 


Nate saw Kevin and his eyes lit up. “Hi.” 

Nick was a little more subdued. He glanced at Kevin and looked back at the fire. “What’s up?” 

“Just wanted to thank you for what you did,” Kevin said. 

“Aw, that was nothing,” Nate said. But his glowing face and ear-to-ear smile gave away his pretend 
nonchalance. 

“Oh, it was something, all right. Out of all the passengers, you guys came through, especially you, 
Nate.” Kevin patted him on the shoulder. “Nobody else on board could have fit through that hole in 
the floor and gained access to the cockpit. If you didn’t come through for us, we’d all be dead. I’m so 
proud of you.” 

“Thanks.” 

Nick punched him in the arm, a proud smile on his face. “That’s my kid brother.” 

Nate got serious. “Better cut it out, dickhead. | got a real ass kicker on my side now.” He winked at 
Kevin. 

“What are you talking about? Keep dreaming, little boy,” Nick scoffed at his younger brother. 
“There aren’t any ass kickers on this island. Except me.” 

Kevin stood up and looked at Nate. “I guess you haven’t told him yet. Oh well, l'II let you guys hash 
this out. Catch up to you later.” 

“Told me what?” Nick asked. 

Kevin walked away. He could hear the two brothers bantering back and forth and he silently 
chided himself for his initial reaction to them. When he’d first met them he hadn’t wanted anything to 
do with them. He’d written them off as low-class losers. Yet those two kids had saved his life, twice in 
one night. He frowned in disgust at himself. How could he have been so stupid? He swore to himself 
that he would never be so judgmental of anyone, ever again. 

And he’d find a way to make it up to them. 
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wo weeks after the event 


TWELVE-YEAR-OLD Micky BUCHANAN Sat down to eat breakfast at his iMac like he did every school day 
morning and logged in to www.FindFlight2262.org. He was short on time, so he clicked on the auto 
button and the website selected a grid for him to search. Fresh satellite imagery was being uploaded 
on an almost daily basis in the hopes that some sharp-eyed volunteer would spot airliner debris or a 
fuel slick that belonged to Flight 2262. He knew the chances of finding anything was lottery slim, but 
in the mind of a twelve-year-old boy, anything was possible. 

A new set of satellite photos that had been uploaded last night popped up on his screen. He 
frowned when he saw that the auto-selection from the website took him to the South Pacific, and his 
shoulders sagged in disappointment. They wouldn’t be in the South Pacific. They were on their way to 
Hawaii, for God’s sake. 

He felt like quitting but decided to follow through, although in all honesty he was just going 
through the motions. He zoomed in and out and panned through each photo, anxious to work his way 
through the list. If he hurried, he’d be able to finish before he had to head off to the bus stop. Then 
he’d be able to get a fresh download of satellite photos that were closer to Flight 2262’s route of flight 
as soon as he got home from school. This time he’d pick the area himself instead of letting the stupid 
website select it for him. 

He was on his last photo. Nothing. What a waste of time. He was about to pack it in when a sliver 
of something caught his eye. As he zoomed in closer, he heard his mom calling him. 

“Come on, Micky, time to get the bus.” 

“Okay, Mom, be right there.” He shoveled the last spoonful of cereal into his mouth and stood up. 
He zoomed into the photo, getting closer, closer...coming into focus... 

“Micky. We need to leave. Now,” his mom yelled up the stairs, frustration apparent in her voice. 

“Coming.” 

Holy crap. Could it be? Wait. Is this a joke? There was an outline of half an airliner sitting in the 
water, its tail sticking out and reflecting the glint of sunlight that caught his eye. Next to an island. This 
is no joke. He spat out his cheerios all over the desk and did a screen grab, including the lat and long 
coordinates that were along the bottom of the photo. He sent it to www.FindFlight2262.org and 
posted it on his Facebook page. “What do you think, everyone? Have potential?” he captioned it. 

“Micky, now!” 

“Coming, Mom.” He zoomed into the small island and spotted something on the sandy beach, and 
zoomed in on that. “Oh my God!” he screamed. It was a fire on the beach that spelled out a sloppy 
form of SOS. He captured another screen grab, emailed it to www.Flight2262.org, and posted it on his 
Facebook page. The caption of that photo read, “Not a Fake.” 

He grabbed his backpack, ran downstairs, and hopped in the car where his mother was already 
waiting for him. 


“What took you so long?” 

“| was looking at a satellite photo of Flight 2262. | may have found something,” he said. 

“Oh, that’s good dear,” his mother pulled up to the bus stop. “Love you, have a great day,” she 
called out and drove away. 

“Bye, Mom, love you.” 

Micky stood at the bus stop by himself, apart from the other kids, his heart racing in his chest. A 
few minutes later, he boarded the yellow school bus for the fifty-minute ride to school, where he would 
enjoy the last bit of normalcy for the rest of his life. 

—_> 

By tHE TIME Micky arrived at school, there were news vans and police cars lined up along the en- 
trance to the school. Long satellite antennas jutted up from the vans as reporters looked around for 
someone worthy to interview. The police had set up barricades so the kids could get off the school 
buses without being disturbed. Tommy saw the principal and vice principal standing next to a group of 
cops, chatting and pointing at the buses that were arriving. 

Some of the parents, seeing the mayhem that greeted them upon arriving to drop their kids off, 
just turned around and left. In the short seventy-five minutes since his last Facebook post of the “Not 
a Fake” SOS fire on the beach, the world had discovered Micky Buchanan. He’d gone viral. 

Micky waited in line to get off the bus, nervous butterflies racing around in his stomach. When he 
stepped onto the sidewalk, his principal smiled at him, took him by the elbow, and led him aside. 
“Morning, Micky,” she said. “You've really done it this time.” She laughed as she guided him into the 
office. All the office personnel stopped what they were doing and looked up at them when they walked 
by. They entered the principal’s office, and she closed the door behind him. 

“Sit down, Micky, there’s a phone call for you.” She picked up the phone, said a few words, waited, 
and handed him the phone. 

“It’s the president of the United States.” 
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ineteen minutes after Micky’s first Facebook post, the White House chief of staff, Len 
Bernstein, pulled the president out of a national security meeting and handed him the 
stack of eight-by-ten color photos of Flight 2262 and Washington’s Island. 

“We’ve found them, sir. There are survivors,” said Len. 

“Where’s this?” 

“Washington’s Island—French Polynesia. In the South Pacific.” 

“Get me the French prime minister on the phone.” 

“Yes sir.” 

The president turned to his aide. “What’s our closest military asset to this island?” 

“USS Stennis, sir, about six hours,” he reported. “We can have choppers there in about three 
hours.” 

“Do it. Make sure they bring plenty of medical supplies, food and water, etc. You know the drill,” 
the president said. “How quick can we get the fighters from the Stennis there?” 

“About twenty-five minutes.” 

“Send ’em. Have them do some fancy pilot low passes along the beach. Put on a little airshow for 
those poor folks. | want them to know that the United States of America has found them, and that 
we’re coming for them.” 

“Sir, just received word from DOD. Navy SEAL Team Three is onboard Stennis and they'll be air- 
borne shortly.” 

“Excellent. So who found them?” 

“Young man named Micky Buchanan, sir.” 

“Get Micky on the phone.” 

“Yes sir.” 

“Mr. President, the prime minister of France is holding on line one,” Len said. 

The president reached over and picked up the phone. “Mr. Prime Minister, | have some great 
news. We’ve found Flight 2262, and the survivors are on one of your islands, Washington’s Island. 
Yes... | know... it is miraculous. We’re sending the Stennis carrier group to retrieve them and there'll 
be a lot of aviation activity...Why, thank you, sir, we’re very excited too.” 

The president hung up the phone, sat down at his desk and smiled. “Len, get me our speech 
writer. It’s time the American public received some good news from the White House.” He picked up 
his iPhone, hit the Twitter icon, and started typing. 
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he loud scream of the alert siren went off aboard the John C. Stennis aircraft carrier and 

everyone stopped mid-activity and raced to their stations. In the flight ready room, the flight 

crews geared up and sat in apprehension of what was to come. In peacetime, this rarely 
happened. 

The stiff-backed major strutted in, followed by two aides carrying clipboards. He stood at the front 
of the room with a small grin on his otherwise stoic features and faced his squadron. 

“Gentlemen, Flight 2262 has been found and there are survivors.” Cheering broke out, followed by 
high fives amongst the pilots and their crew. Not just for the discovery of Flight 2262 and their sur- 
vivors, but also for what they knew was coming. In their hardened lives, they had dealt death all over 
the planet. There wasn’t a place on earth that they couldn’t dispense their lethal justice, and now it 
felt good to help instead of destroy. 

Ordinarily, the major wouldn’t allow such outbursts during flight prep, but this time he decided to 
let the men have their fun. For a few seconds. 

“Okay, men, listen up. We’re launching shortly with four F-18s. Your mission is to locate the sur- 
vivors on Washington’s Island. Find them, and make sure they see you. Lieutenants King and Car- 
dova, you fly top-cover. Lieutenants James and Welsh, you fly low-level along the beach and put on a 
little air show for our survivors. Dismissed.” 
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a W hat the hell is that? Do you hear that?” Jimmy paused the bottle of Jack Daniels on the 


way to his lips. 

“No. Hear what?” Kevin asked. “After what I’ve been through, I’m lucky to be hearing you.” 

The roar was on them in a split second. The deep, throaty rumble of fighter jets on full afterburners 
screamed past them as the mighty jets came out of the morning sun. The F-18s tore through the sky 
at treetop level and left a trail of thunder that shook the ground. They climbed vertically straight up 
into the atmosphere and disappeared. 

“Holy shit!” Jimmy screamed and thumped Kevin in the chest. “Did you see that? That was real, 
right?” He looked at his half-empty bottle of Jack, shook his head, and tossed it in the sand. “They saw 
us, right? They know we're here. Right?” 

It was early morning on the island, and everyone heard the fighters and rushed down to the shore- 
line. They shielded their eyes from the rising sun and pointed into the deep blue sky, but the jets were 
gone. 

The screaming of the afterburners came from the left this time, and the two fighters paralleled the 
shoreline fifty feet over the water. They accelerated through 768 miles per hour right before passing 
the survivors. They shattered the speed of sound, the BOOM unleashing a chorus of cheers and hand- 
clapping screams from the survivors as they were drenched with a saltwater shower created by the 
wake of the low-level jets. 

For close to twenty minutes, the two F-18 Super Hornets from Strike Fighter Force 41 dove and 
climbed, straight up, straight down, barrel-rolled, looped, slow-passed, twirled through the air, lit after- 
burners, and put on a private air show that would’ve made Chuck Yeager tear up. 

They made one last wing-waving slow pass over the beach, their Black Aces insignia on their tails 
lit clear as day from the rising sun. A final thumbs-up and salute from the helmeted pilots, and off they 
disappeared out to sea. 

The survivors stood there, adrenaline flowing, hearts pounding out of their chest, as they uncov- 
ered their ears and wiped the tears from their faces. 
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he Starbucks barista handed Margie her mocha latte. “Have you heard? They found 
survivors of Flight 2262 on a deserted island in the South Pacific. Washington’s Island. It’s 
a miracle.” 

Margie stared at her, unsure if this was some kind of cruel rumor or fake news. Could it be? Her 
heart sped up. She took her mocha and walked away, too stunned to reply. She sat down at a table 
and took a sip of her drink. She reached for her iPhone and then stopped. What if it was just a rumor? 
She couldn't bear to go through that roller-coaster ride again. But what if it was true? She took a deep 
breath and broke out her phone and swiped at the news icon. She had to find out. 

And there it was. 

“FLIGHT 2262 SURVIVORS FOUND.” 

She read the article three times, tears streaming down her cheeks and pooling onto the table. The 
barista came over and laid a handful of napkins down on the table without saying a word, and walked 
away. 

She swiped at another article and studied the photos of the downed airliner. The wave action had 
rolled the front half of the airliner closer to shore. The fuselage looked like it was still intact, not 
crushed or flattened, a great sign. That meant it was likely that a lot of people had survived. 

Another photo showed the rear fuselage, wings and tail still intact, another good sign. Her emo- 
tions ran wild. Could Beverly have survived? Kevin? None of the articles named the survivors, but they 
reported that there were a lot of them. 

What now? She was conflicted to the point of inactivity. She’d been given a ray of hope, but what if 
neither Beverly nor Kevin had survived? She barely had it together now, and she didn’t know if she 
could handle a letdown like that. 

Her phone rang and it surprised her so much that she almost dropped it on the table. It was Cap- 
tain Otto. Was he calling to offer condolences? Or did he have good news? She answered it as quickly 
as she could, her heart racing. 

“Hello?” She spoke so fast that it was almost unintelligible. It didn’t matter. Otto paused before 
speaking. 

“Have | got good news for you.” 
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alib looked at the open manila envelope that sat on the edge of his cot-style bed. They 
arrived every month or so, always from the same return address. To ensure that there was 
no contraband inside, all mail in this high-security federal prison was opened by the prison 
guards before the inmates received it. 

The last envelope had arrived over a month ago, and it had contained a newspaper article from 
the Detroit Free Press. Front-page headlines about how a house fire had killed all of its occupants, ex- 
cept for one. The fire had a suspicious origin and they hadn’t been able to figure out how it had 
started. 

Inside the story, there was a photograph of a Good Samaritan who had happened to be in the 
neighborhood when the fire started. Before the firefighters had arrived, the Good Samaritan had run 
into the house and managed to rescue a sole occupant. The photo showed him carrying a girl to an 
ambulance with the burning building in the background. She was covered in a blanket and cradled in 
his arms. She couldn’t have been more than fourteen, her eyes wide in shock, the driving rainstorm 
matting her long black hair to the sides of her sad face. 

The Good Samaritan stared right at the camera when the photograph was captured, and there was 
no mistaking that it was Jack Lamburt. The young girl was Kalib’s niece, Beth, who was the only sur- 
vivor of the house fire. Dead were her mother and father, her older sister, a younger brother, two cats, 
and a bunch of goldfish. Hand-printed on the photocopy of the newspaper article, in bold black 
marker, was a message from Jack. “Sorry to hear about your sister and her family. She was great in 
bed. I’m sure Beth will be too.” Bastard. 

He reached for the new envelope, and with a sigh he spilled its contents onto his bed. A few 
sheets of paper lay there, along with a single black-and-white photograph of a young girl. He picked up 
the photo and studied it. The photograph had the telltale signs of being captured from a long distance 
with a telephoto lens. The girl’s face was clear and in focus, but everything else around her was out of 
focus. 

She looked like a young teenager and was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. She sat on a park bench 
and looked like she was slightly troubled and deep in thought. She looked familiar—perhaps an old 
friend of the village he was from? No, she was too young for that. He laid the photo down and picked 
up the typed letter. 

Dear Sir, 

The CIA has just declassified this document, and it is with pleasure that | share this great news 
with you. As you are well aware, on August 13, 2005, an explosion occurred in your village and killed 
everyone that was present. A village elder convinced everyone that this was an American air strike. 
While the Americans have, on rare occasion, made mistakes that unwillingly caused collateral civilian 
damage, this was not one of them. An investigation ensued, and the recently declassified results fol- 
low below. 

You may be skeptical of our findings. But rest assured, we do not tolerate this kind of accident. 
Hundreds of men over thousands of man-hours have proven conclusively that the explosion in ques- 
tion came from within your village and not from any American bombing mission. Your village elder sab- 


otaged one of the bomb makers after a dispute between the two. 

Through local elders, the CIA interviewed all the surviving villagers, including Ziyaad, the bomb 
maker's brother. The extent of the explosion that occurred and the devastation that followed was be- 
yond any of the bomb maker’s capabilities. Three separate female eyewitnesses who survived the 
blast testified that while the bomb maker was out, two men arrived on horseback and carried dis- 
guised explosives into the bomb maker’s hut. 

One of the village ladies who knew the bomb maker had looked inside the hut and noticed that 
what the men had brought into the hut was nowhere visible. She left and went on her way, making a 
note to herself to mention it to the bomb maker. She never got that chance. 

Within minutes after the bomb maker’s return, the elder visited the bomb maker and killed him. 
Two minutes later, the explosion occurred. The only survivors were the people who were not present. 
When you and Ziyaad returned, you were informed by the village elders that an American drone strike 
had killed everyone in the village, including your wife and daughter. You were lied to. There were sur- 
vivors. The young lady whose photograph preceded this page was one of them. She may look familiar 
to you. She is your daughter. 

After the explosion, the village elders started spreading the news that the Americans were respon- 
sible. The elder noticed a young girl who had survived the bombing and was running on the outskirts 
of the village. He took her to his compound and nursed her back to health. When she hit puberty, he 
made her one of his wives. 

This village elder was later killed in action by an American sniper. After his death, all his wives 
were claimed by others in the village. American servicemen came across your daughter and three 
other wives being held captive during a raid while they were searching for weapons. The Americans 
rescued her, took her back to their camp, deloused her, and sent her to a refugee camp. 

| retrieved your daughter from the refugee camp, brought her to America, and adopted her. 

I’m not yet sure what life has in store for her, but | might let you know when | decide. Or maybe 
not. 

Your daughter’s new name is Jennifer, and she believes that you are dead. It is in her best interest 
to believe that for the rest of her life. 

Sincerely, 

Jack 

Kalib stared at the photograph of his daughter. She had her mother’s face, and his hands trem- 
bled as he realized what he had done. He had caused so much pain, killed so many people, wasted 
his whole life, and his daughter was alive the whole time. Tears welled up in his eyes, and for the first 
time since the explosion, he was unable to control his emotions. A single tear ran down his cheek and 
dropped onto the photograph of his daughter. A daughter he would never know. A daughter he could 
never communicate with, a daughter he could never raise. A daughter who would never know that he 
was alive. He trembled all over now, unable to control the outpouring of despair that swept through 
him. He fell to his knees, buried his face in his hands, and screamed as loud as he could. 

“What the hell is wrong with that guy?” the uniformed guard asked. 

“| don’t know,” said the second guard as he put down his Kindle and stood up to go on break. “He 
probably needs a medication adjustment.” 

“Medication? | think he needs an attitude adjustment. I’m certainly not listening to that shit all 
night,” said the first guard. He stood up, reached into his desk drawer, and pulled out his bloodstained 
nightstick. 


EPILOGUE 


immy and Carol fell in love and moved to Key West. Carol retired on partial disability 
from her injuries, but suffered no real ill effects. They bought an old home on Fleming 
Street and are busy renovating it, in between partying on Duval Street. Jimmy started his 
own gun collection, his first addition being a Glock 17. 

Sal recovered nicely from his gunshot wound and still works for the airline. He requested a trans- 
fer to Miami, and on his third night in town, he met a nice young man who works in commercial real 
estate. They recently moved into a one-bedroom condo in the South Beach section of Miami. 

Beverly continued her flying career and went on to get her instrument rating, her commercial cer- 
tificate, her seaplane rating, and her Airline Transport Pilot certificate, which is the Holy Grail of pilot 
certificates. She now sits right seat and copilots a regional jet. 

Nate and Nick wound up receiving a free year at the Gracie Jiu Jitsu Academy near their house. 
The donation was made by “anonymous,” but Nate was pretty sure it was Kevin. Both brothers went 
on to excel in the sport, and eventually Nate went on to the UFC. He won his first fight via rear naked 
choke in the first round. Kevin cheered him on from cage side. 

Kevin and the recently divorced Margie continue to work for the airline. They are still dating hot 
and heavy and often work together, spending their layovers wrapped in each other’s arms while the 
rest of the flight crew drink beer and eat stale chicken wings at the hotel lounge. 

Jack Lamburt grew bored of torturing Kalib with fake news articles and photoshopped pictures of 
things that never happened, so he stopped sending them to him. There never was a house fire in De- 
troit. Kalib’s family is fine, and they have never crossed paths with Jack. And they never will. Jack’s ha- 
tred for Kalib and others like him runs strong and deep, but he wouldn’t hurt an innocent. 

While doing research on Kalib’s background, Jack found some classified CIA reports about what 
had happened to Kalib’s village. He tracked down Kalib’s daughter, who was living in a refugee camp, 
and brought her to America. His sister Lisa, a corporate attorney in the D.C. area, legally adopted her. 
Lisa changed her name to Jennifer Lamburt, and while raising a teenage girl is no easy task, Lisa rel- 
ishes it. 

Jack resides in Virginia with his German Shepard, London. His new job with the NSA gives him 
eight weeks of annual vacation, some of which he spends with Lisa and Jennifer at their new condo 
near Disney World, which he bought for Jennifer on her first birthday as a member of the Lamburt 
family. 

Jennifer doesn’t know the truth about her real father, and she never will. 

The rest of his vacation, Jack and London head off to his private airplane hangar where he keeps 
his Cessna 206, and together they fly off on secret missions. 


THE END 
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| killed an FBI agent last week. 

| had nothing personal against the agent and | wasn’t proud of what I’d done, but it wasn’t my 
fault. 

It wasn’t like in Hollywood, where the FBI storms into an arrest situation, everyone sporting one of 
those dark blue windbreakers with FBI stamped across the back in big white letters so large that a guy 
could read ’em from two blocks away. 

Nor did the dead agent come screeching up in a cloud of tire smoke along with twenty other dark- 
windowed SUVs and jump out with a megaphone, announcing their arrival. 

None of that really mattered though, because | was put in a position where | had no choice. 


FATAL JUSTICE, CHAPTER 2 


was hanging out in my favorite bar, the Red Barn. Yeah, | know, corny name, but it was a 
red barn, built in the late 1800s and located on Route 10 at Charlotte Valley Road in the 
quaint little town of Summit. 

Sometime around the turn of the century, the owner of the red barn had decided to throw in some 
light fixtures, add running water and a toilet, install an oven to warm up finger food, and build a bar 
close to the front door so you could grab a stool and get drunk as soon as you walked in. Not much 
else to do on a Friday night in upstate New York. 

A three-songs-for-a-quarter jukebox sat between the sawdust-covered shuffleboard table and the 
lone restroom, belting out country tunes on a crackling speaker. “Elvira” and Garth Brooks having 
friends in low places were the two most popular. If it happened to be a holiday weekend, there was 
usually a live band playing, and “Elvira” and Garth Brooks having friends in low places were the two 
most requested songs. What can | say? Summit had its share of simpletons. 

The locals drank beer and danced to their favorite songs until they were too drunk to move. Come 
closing time, they’d stagger and weave their way home, most of ’em staying on their side of the faded 
double yellow line that ran down the center of Route 10. It wasn’t pretty, but that’s all we had in our 
quiet little town, So we were happy to have it. 

“Can | freshen that up for you?” the bartender asked. She looked at me with those sultry almond- 
shaped eyes, courtesy of her Japanese mother, that made me melt every time she made eye contact 
with me. | felt knee-wobbling weak around her, but | thought | did a good job of hiding it. 

“Nah, I’m good for now. Think I'll play a little pool, though. Can | get some quarters?” | whipped out 
a five and handed it across the bar to Debbie. She sauntered over to the cash register and | admired 
the snug fit of her Levi’s. | didn’t bother raising my eyes or killing my grin when she turned around and 
came back with my night’s worth of pool table money. She was used to me undressing her with my 
eyes, so she didn’t bother to comment. Her sly smirk said it all. 

She placed the quarters on the bar in front of me. “Good luck at the pool table,” she said. “Those 
guys look like players to me.” She gestured over to Max and Gus, the two old men that were smacking 
the balls around the beer-stained pool table as if they were playing bocce ball. “Il wouldn’t play them 
for money if | were you.” 

They were at least two times my forty-three years, but they moved pretty well and still had a bright 
sparkle in their eyes. lce-cold beer worked wonders. 

“Yeah, thanks. If | lose my pickup truck to them, l'Il be counting on you to give me a lift home.” 

“Oh, I’m taking you home anyway, unless Frances over there gets to you first.” She turned to the 
other end of the bar and waved, her arms swinging overhead like she was waving off an errant F-18 
that was attempting to land on the deck of the USS Stennis on a stormy night. 

| looked over and there she was. My number one fan. She must have been pushing ninety-five, but 
goddamn, she still drank whiskey by the shot glass. She sat ramrod straight on her barstool and 
sucked on a Marlboro Red. At least she’d switched from those filterless Lucky Strikes. 

She caught me looking over at her and winked at me, an exaggerated gesture that looked like she 
was having a stroke. Oh, jeez. She waved and called over to me. | cringed, praying she wouldn’t lose 


her balance and fall off of her stool. 

“Sheriff Joe, come drink with me.” She raised her glass and smiled. “I’m buying.” 

Sheriff Joe retired a few years ago. Nice enough guy, but aside from being about a foot shorter 
than me, sporting a walrus mustache that complemented his combover, and carrying around a gut 
twice as big as mine, he looked just like me. 

Ever the polite civil servant, | grinned back and raised my mug. We made eye contact through the 
smoky haze, and her toothless grin widened to the point of nausea. Ugh. She had probably been at- 
tractive sixty years ago, but old age and dementia didn’t excite me like they used to, so | kept my dis- 
tance from her. 

She was nothing if she wasn’t persistent. If | had a dime for every time she grabbed my ass when | 
made my way to the restroom, | could’ve retired. | swear she took the stool at the end of the bar every 
night so that she could reach out and touch all the men that walked by her to get to the restroom or 
the jukebox. Or the ones who just happened to be unlucky enough to walk past her before being 
warned about the Frances Fondle. 

| shook my head and turned back to Debbie. She was grinning like the cat who ate the canary. 

“Thanks for that. | owe you one.” 

“Sure. Anytime.” She blew me a kiss, flashed her killer smile, and went off to pour a drink for one 
of her many fans who spent their nights across the bar from her, getting drunk and savoring the eye 
candy. Everybody loved Debbie. | couldn’t blame them. What’s not to like about a beautiful woman 
who laughed at all of your drunken one-liners? 

Okay. | admit it. When we first started dating, | was a bit jealous at all the attention she received 
from the male patrons, but I’d grown and | was mature enough to handle it. Sometimes. 

We’d been dating on and off for over a year and had talked about moving in together, but neither 
of us were ready for that, so we killed that idea. My hesitation was from some past relationship bag- 
gage, along with a few other issues | had. Nothing major, but they still needed to be addressed before 
the start of cohabitation. 

| wasn’t sure what her reluctance to live with me stemmed from. We enjoyed each other’s com- 
pany and got along great. Most of the time. We had many mutual interests. Hiking, working out, the 
great outdoors, dark beer, red wine, gin, whiskey, relaxing with a good book in front of a warm fire on 
a cold night, Barry White, love of animals, especially dogs. And hot sex. Man, did we light up the 
planet. 

That wasn’t enough for her, though. Maybe it was the age difference, me being ten years her se- 
nior? | don’t know. I’m almost six foot six inches and still in great shape. Not as good as when | played 
basketball at Notre Dame, but still better looking naked than most men half my age. | silently toasted 
Arnold Schwarzenegger, whom I'd idolized growing up. He’d turned me on to weight training when | 
was just a kid, and man, does that pay huge dividends. | flexed my pecs and drank some beer. 

Maybe Debbie was thinking longer term? As in, when she turns seventy, l'Il be eighty? Perhaps, 
but damn if we weren’t smoking hot together right now. Have | mentioned that? After a glass of red 
wine and a little Barry White, she looked at me with a sultriness that all my pole dancer friends com- 
bined couldn’t equal. 

| looked at her one last time before heading over to play some pool, and | regretted it right away. A 
drunk named Bobby was leaning across the bar, a dirty hand cupped tight to Debbie’s ear, no doubt 
whispering something inappropriate. | saw her lean away and laugh right before | rolled my eyes. Jeez. 

She played along like a good bartender, and guys like Bobby always left her a big tip before stum- 
bling home, flopping into bed with their flannel shirts and jeans still on, and wet-dreaming of my Deb- 
bie. 

| grabbed my beer and walked over to the pool table. 

“Evening, gentlemen.” | placed a dollar’s worth of quarters next to the money slot. 

“Howdy, Sheriff Jack. How’s business?” 


“Nice and slow, just the way | like it.” | raised my glass and silently toasted the lack of criminal ac- 
tivity in our neck of the woods. Lots of folks think that being a sheriff in a peaceful no-stoplight town 
would be boring. They’d be right. But I’ve had enough excitement for two lifetimes, so I’m perfectly fine 
with my simple existence. 

Mary Sue came over to me, put down her serving tray, and gave me a big hug. “How’s my favorite 
sheriff?” Her mom, Meredith, and | have known each other ever since we went to Richmondville High 
School together more years ago than | cared to count. Spitting image of her mom, too. A little taller, 
about five-ten, curvy, dirty-blond hair, and a warm smile that invited everyone into her circle. 

“Wow, it’s great to see you.” | grinned and gave her a fatherly hug. “How’ve you been? How’s col- 
lege?” 

“Good. Eh, it’s okay.” She shrugged. 

“Boys treating you well?” 

“Heck yeah, once | tell them that my Uncle Joe’s a sheriff.” She loved digging on me about 
Frances’s inability to remember my name. 

“That’s good. Tell ’em about my gun collection too.” | winked at her. 

“Oh, don’t worry, | do.” 

“Mom and dad good?” 

“Yeah, they’re fine. They just left for their annual Florida jaunt.” 

“Key West?” 

“Yep, fisherman’s paradise. You know my dad and his fishing.” 

“Yeah, | do. Kindred spirits, he and I.” 

Stuart is a well-known cardiac surgeon and works in Albany, a fifty-mile trek up Route 88. They live 
in a spacious but modest two-story colonial on over sixty acres that adjoin Clapper Hollow State For- 
est. When he’s not mending broken hearts, he’s planning his next fishing trip to the Keys. 

“That’s true,” she said. She smirked and turned a little snarky on me. “He’s almost as bad as you 
and your hunting trips.” 

“Hey, don’t be jealous now. Just ‘cause | pack up my rifles every summer and fly all over the place 
killing ferocious animals, that doesn’t make me a bad person. At least | feed the needy.” | raised my 
mug and toasted my annual meat donations to the local food banks. 

“Yeah, that’s swell of you, but you disappear for like eight weeks at a time.” 

“So? Wait a minute... You miss me, don’t you?” 

“You go by yourself and nobody knows where you are. What if something happened to you out in 
the wild?” 

“Aww. You worry about me. That’s sweet, Mom.” 

She laughed at my teasing. “Fine. Be that way. | have to get back to work. See you in a bit.” She 
grabbed her tray and went to take an order from a young couple two tables away. What a great kid. 
Her parents did a fantastic job raising her. 

| sat down on a stool, my back against the wall, and watched the two ball-smacking grandfathers 
engage in teenage banter while they took turns missing shots. I’ve always loved math, and after a few 
minutes | calculated that they each averaged seven missed shots before they sank a ball. My quarters 
were going to last me a long time tonight. 

In between the errant shots, | glanced over the pool table, across the sawdust-covered dance 
floor, and into the far corner of the room. That’s the real reason | was sitting here. Playing pool was 
fine and all, but if | measured that up against sitting at the bar and chatting with Debbie all night, I'd 
pick ogling her every time. But not tonight. | needed to watch someone, and this was the perfect posi- 
tion to observe without being noticed. 

| spied on the three middle-aged men at the corner table for a while, and as the night wore on, | 
felt a bad feeling grow in my gut that our long run as a sleepy little town was about to end... 
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